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Abolitionism and the Swedish Slave Trade  
After Gustav III 

Victor Wilson 

Research on Swedish abolitionist practices of the late 18th 
century has taken individual actors as a point of departure, 
mainly focusing on the involvement of travelling Swedish 
writers such as Carl Bernhard Wadström in the early British 
abolitionist movement.1 Sweden acquired the small Caribbean 
Island of Saint-Barthélemy in 1784, when abolitionist politics 
started gaining traction in the British parliament. However, 
activities such as Wadström’s had little impact, if any, on 
Swedish colonial politics. The slave trade was also, at least from 
a metropolitan perspective in the Baltic, a fairly non-existent 
part of overall Swedish overseas trade. Ingegerd Hildebrand’s 
study of the Swedish West India Company, still an indispens-
able source of Swedish colonial history in the Caribbean, holds 
that Sweden, like Denmark,2 was primarily influenced by 
emerging abolitionist opinion among the British public. 
According to this view, the Swedish government wanted to 
protect the crown prince in the political situation after the 
— 
1 See, e.g., Klas Rönnbäck, ‘Enlightenment, Scientific Exploration, and Abolitionism: 
Anders Sparrman’s and Carl Bernhard Wadström’s Colonial Encounters in Senegal, 
1787–88, and the British Abolitionist Movement’ in The Moment Is Now. Carl 
Bernhard Wadström’s Revolutionary Voice on Human Trafficking and the Abolition 
of the African Slave Trade, ed. Anders Hallengren (Pennsylvania: Swedenborg 
Foundation, 2019), 63–86; For a more detailed understanding of Wadström and 
Swedenborgian thinking about colonialism, see Deirdre Coleman, Romantic 
Colonization and British Anti-Slavery (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2004), 63–105. 
2 Pernille Røge, ‘Why the Danes Got There First – A Trans-Imperial Study of the 
Abolition of the Danish Slave Trade in 1792’, Slavery & Abolition 35, no. 4 (2014): 
577, 587–588. 
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assassination of king Gustav III. After his father’s death, the 
adolescent heir Gustav IV Adolf became the largest share-
holder in the Swedish West India Company. According to this 
interpretation, Swedish involvement in the slave trade could 
have potential repercussions for Swedish foreign policy vis-à-
vis Great Britain.3 

This dubious interpretation is grounded in selected diplo-
matic correspondence and a key decision made by the Swedish 
Board of Commerce and the Stockholm merchant guild in 
1793–1794. The decision was to deny a passport for a Swedish 
slave ship, the Zombie, that had sailed from Saint-Barthélemy 
to West Africa during the previous year. If one focuses on the 
expressed abolitionist sensibilities in the written decisions, it 
would seem as if the intellectual and moral climate in Sweden 
had grown hostile towards the slave trade. Crucially, both 
institutions had intimate ties with the Swedish West India 
Company.  

Despite some evidence of moral reservations against the 
slave trade, there is more than meets the eye in the Swedish 
colonial politics of the late 18th century. What I will attempt 
here is a more comprehensive historical explanation of why 
Swedish engagement in the slave trade, in particular as a 
branch of Baltic shipping, ultimately was so limited. When 
closely scrutinised, the archival record does not support the 
notion that the slave trade was becoming a contentious area of 
Swedish foreign policy. What transpired in the case of the 
Zombie can more accurately be described as a commercial 
dispute over trading rights and privileges. The role of the 
Reuterholm regime (1792–1796) in upending the late king 
Gustav III’s foreign policies and colonial designs has also been 
neglected in the context of the slave trade.4 By reconsidering 

— 
3 Ingegerd Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin S:t Barthélemy och Västindiska kom-
paniet fram till 1796 (PhD-dissertation, Lund University, 1951), 220–227, 320, 322. 
4 See discussions on the effects of the Reuterholm regime on the West Indian trade 
in Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 253, 270, 285. 
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the policy shifts after Gustav III’s assassination as well as a 
close reading of the circumstances surrounding a few of the 
known instances of Swedish slave trade expeditions organised 
from the Baltic in the 1790s, a more nuanced picture emerges, 
one which takes both practical and ideological considerations 
into account when explaining the interrupted Swedish foray 
into the slave trade.  

Mercantile and Royal Ambitions  
in the Face of Abolition 

The period during and after the American Revolutionary War 
was the high-water mark of Swedish colonial ambitions. The 
only tangible result, Saint-Barthélemy, often obscures how 
much the king and his closest advisors explored different pos-
sibilities to exploit commercial opportunities in Africa, the 
West and the East Indies. This was a pressing matter of patri-
otic and financial concern, since the Swedish state finances had 
been running a deficit since Gustav III’s accession to the 
throne in 1771. Sweden, weakened after the wars with Russia 
in the early 18th century, had no regular economic or maritime 
contacts with the Americas. Long-distance trade was focused 
towards the Mediterranean and Asiatic trade, the latter 
through the expeditions of the Swedish East India Company. 
Despite this, Gustav III pursued overt campaigns for colonial 
conquest or acquisition. Propositions and schemes by foreign 
merchants to establish trading posts and colonies also have a 
record of being indulged by the court.5 

Before the French Revolution, Gustav III was keen on sty-
ling himself as an enlightened monarch, employing known 
writers and publicists to establish his reputation. Besides legi-
timising his rule and situating in him as a positive force in 
— 
5 C. T. Odhner, Sveriges politiska historia under Konung Gustaf III:s regering, II 
(Stockholm: Norstedts, 1896), 492–495; Åke W. Essén, ‘Willhelm Bolts und die 
schwedischen Kolonisierungspläne in Asien’, Bijdragen voor Vaderlandsche 
Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde 7, no. 5 (1935): 83–101. 
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Swedish history, Gustav III’s propaganda included the treatises 
espousing transatlantic colonies.6 Gustav III also worked 
closely with his secretaries of finance and trade, Johan Liljen-
crantz (1773–1786) and Eric Ruuth (1786–1792), on colonial 
matters. The Swedish colonial interest, broadly put, was 
dictated by traditional notions of mercantile thought. 
Colonies, primarily in Africa, were considered worthwhile 
since they were considered as potential markets for Swedish 
merchandise and the schools of future navies. In the personal 
archive of Eric Ruuth, there is a significant collection of 
colonial plans and proposals from the 18th century, which 
betray how the practical obstacles and problems surrounding 
colonisation were severely underestimated, at least at an initial 
stage.7 

In the social and professional circles entertained by Swedish 
royalty in the late 18th century, however, persons wedded their 
colonial ambitions with an intense personal interest in religion 
and philanthropy. For the engineer and Swedenborgian Carl 
Bernhard Wadström, Africa was a site for spiritual salvation 
(for Europeans) and a potential for future civilisation (for 
Africans). With the king’s political and financial help, Wad-
ström and two companions, the naturalist Anders Sparrman 
and the geologist and chemist Carl-Axel Arrhenius, travelled 
to Senegal from October 1787 to January 1788.8 Officially, it 
was a purely scientific expedition, but Wadström conceded 
that the king had future colonial ambitions in mind, something 

— 
6 Ulrik Nordenskiöld’s treatise was published anonymously and was titled Ahfand-
ling om nyttan för Sverige af handel och nybyggen i Indierna och på Africa (Stockholm: 
Peter Hesselberg, 1776); Johan Henric Kellgren, ‘Förslag til Nybyggens anläggande i 
Indien, och på Africanske Kusten’, Nya Handelsbibliotheket 1 (Stockholm: Nord-
ström, 1784): 65–80. 
7 Harald Elovsson, ‘Kolonialintresset i Sverige under 1700-talet. Några drag’, Sam-
laren 9 (1928): 208–210; Sten Davidsson, ‘Det gudomliga samhället: Swedenborgskt 
Afrikaproject och religiös utopi’ (Unpublished bachelor’s thesis: Uppsala, 1975), 17– 
18; Handlingar rörande utrikeshandel och kolonisationsplaner, E 5223, Ruuthska 
samlingen, Swedish National Archives (SNA). 
8 Coleman, Romantic Colonization, 91–97; 100–101. 
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to which Wadström himself was privy and a willing collabo-
rator.9 In his Essay on Colonisation, additionally, Wadström 
illustrated the motivation behind the king’s largesse: 

It may be here mentioned, that Gustavus III, in granting the 
Charter before mentioned, obeyed a kind of warm and gene-
rous impulse which indeed seemed congenial to his character, 
and often operated instantaneously and visibly on his conduct. 
But without any disrespect to His Majesty’s memory, I may 
venture to add, that when he came to consider the proposition 
coolly, he allowed some private interest to blend itself with his 
generosity; for it was very apparent that one of his views, in 
giving his consent to, and encouraging, this expedition, was the 
discovery of gold, which, it is well known, His Majesty 
esteemed above all the curiosities in the three kingdoms of 
nature.10 

The later abolitionist accolades of Sparrman and Wadström 
came by way of chance, as they fell in with Thomas Clarkson 
on their return journey to Sweden, travelling through London. 
Sparrman was already known through his earlier travel 
accounts from the Cape of Good Hope. Because of their 
imagined vast knowledge of Africa, Clarkson managed to get 
them, in their capacity as scholars, to testify before the com-
mittee hearings on abolition in the House of Commons.11 

Sparrman contributed to the abolitionist cause in 1790 by 
relaying a plea from Granville Sharpe and the Committee for 
the Abolition of the Slave Trade to Gustav III himself. 
Addressing him as the ‘first citizen’ of his kingdom, they peti-
tioned the Swedish monarch to forbid his subjects from taking 
— 
9 His own willingness is betrayed in letters to Ruuth in Sweden. His ostensible anti-
slavery views were of a later date. C. B. Wadström to E. Ruuth, 20 November 1787, 
‘C. B. Wadströms resa ifrån Stockholm genom Danmark, Tyskland och Frankrike till 
Senegal-länderna i Afrika, åren 1787 och 1788’, Archive för nyare resor V, nr. 1 
(Stockholm, 1811): 70–74; See also Davidsson, ‘Det gudomliga samhället’, 68–72. 
10 Carl Bernhard Wadström, Essay on Colonization, part II (London: Darton & 
Harvey, 1795), 187. 
11 Klas Rönnbäck, ‘Enlightenment, Scientific Exploration and Abolitionism’, 65–66. 
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part in the transatlantic slave trade.12 Sharpe’s letter was part of 
the recent outward-oriented campaign to start appealing to the 
lesser colonial powers. Gustav III’s answer was never recorded 
but was likely mediated by Sparrman back to Sharpe. 
According to Sharpe, the Swedish king was obliged to: 

[…] confess he was the sovereign of an island [Saint-
Barthélemy] which had been principally peopled by African 
slaves, but that he had been frequently mindful of their hard 
case. With respect to the Slave-trade, he never heard of an 
instance, in which the merchants of his own native realm had 
embarked in it; and as they had hitherto preserved their charac-
ter pure in this respect, he would do all he could, that it should 
not be sullied in the eyes of the generous English nation, by 
taking up, in the case which had been pointed out to him, such 
an odious concern.13 

If Gustav III was sincere when he claimed he had never heard 
of an instance where his subjects had taken part in the trade, it 
was only because his stewardship of the small Caribbean 
colony of Saint-Barthélemy and its economic affairs was en-
trusted to his right-hand man in such matters, Eric Ruuth. 
Ruuth was one of the directors of the Swedish West India 
Company and represented the king’s interest as the single 
largest shareholder in the company. As late as December 1787, 
the company had prepared for its only known attempt at 
organising a slaving expedition from Stockholm. The company 
directors had drawn up a contract with the Danish captain 
Søren Møller who, by his signature on the 13th of December 
1787, acknowledged that he had accepted the contract terms. 
A partial cargo consisting of rifles had been purchased, and 

— 
12 Granville Sharpe’s letter is not dated, but should have been delivered in 1790 by 
Sparrman. A copy of the letter is kept in F 420, Gustavianska samlingen, Uppsala 
University Library; See also Thomas Clarkson, The History of the Abolition of the 
Slave Trade I (London: Taylor, 1808), 564–566; Davidson, ‘Det gudomliga samhället,’ 
106–107.  
13 Clarkson, The History of the Abolition of the Slave Trade I, 566. 
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other preparations were ostensibly underway. However, this 
plan was cut short by the outbreak of the Russo-Swedish War 
(1788–90), a foreign adventure of Gustav III’s design. The war 
threw the company into disarray, since the company’s only 
ship at the time, Enigheten, was seized by Russian privateers in 
the Baltic. The rifles, meant for trade on the coast, were later 
dispatched to the Caribbean colony, since the directors could 
not hope for any better prospects in this branch of trade any 
time soon.14 

If one tries to relate the king’s answer to the British aboli-
tionists in a broader context, it is obvious that he was more 
than a little misleading. Since acquiring Saint-Barthélemy in 
1784, a small island with about 800 inhabitants, it was clear that 
if Sweden was to derive any financial benefits from it, estab-
lishing a regular slave trade was a foregone conclusion. Early 
drafts and projects between the king and his advisors, par-
ticularly Liljencrantz, testify as much. This idea was later codi-
fied into ordinances for the island administration, signed by 
Gustav III on the 12th of March 1790, the same year that the 
exchange between Sparrman and the king allegedly occurred. 
The very first paragraph declared that: 

[…] we graciously permit, against payment of the clearance fee, 
for import, trade and export of black slaves or so called New 
Negroes from Africa, as well as the freedom for all resident in 
or arriving to St. Bartholomews, to arm and rig vessels and 
cargoes destined for Africa, to their trade in Slaves in the local-
ities where so permitted for all Nations, so that a new branch of 
Swedish trade may arise in Africa and on the Coast of Guinea.15 

— 
14 SWIC directors to Röhl & Hansen, 15 October 1791, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 158, 
SNA. 
15 ‘[…] tillåta wi i nåder emot erläggandet af den wid utgåendet utsatta afgift fri 
införsel handel och utförsel af swarta slafwar eller så kallade nya Negrer från Afrika 
samt frihet för alla å Barthelemy boende och ankommande at armera och utreda 
fartyg och laddningar till Africa, för at uphandla slafwar på de ställen sådant är för 
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The initial plans for the slave trade to be an integral part of 
Swedish colonial planning in the Caribbean had therefore not 
changed, and it is safe to conclude that while the Swedish king 
had exchanged diplomatic pleasantries with Clarkson and the 
abolitionists in Britain, his message, ultimately, was a bold-
faced lie. As for late 18th-century Swedish society, there is con-
siderable evidence of increasingly negative views towards the 
transatlantic slave trade.16 Intellectuals in the upper classes 
were knowledgeable about colonial affairs and slavery, as well 
as Swedish colonial ambitions in general. Harald Elovsson has 
studied publishing on these topics in Gustavian Sweden and 
beyond,17 and Fredrik Thomasson’s survey of the Stockholm 
theatre scene during the turn of the 19th century shows a 
marked interest in exotic, colonial and outright abolitionist 
themes. This is also significant since the audiences in Stock-
holm theatres were comparatively broad and not an exclusive 
space for high society.18 

Despite the prominence of abolitionist and anti-slavery 
themes in Swedish cultural life, direct criticism of conditions 
in the Swedish colony was comparatively rare.19 This state of 
affairs can be compared with Denmark at the advent of its 
decision to abolish the slave trade in 1793. Danish writers 
— 
alla nationer frigifwit, hälst derigenom en ny gren bör kunna upkomma för swenska 
handeln på Africa och kusten af Guinea’. Reglemente för ön S:t Barthélemy, 12 mars 
1790. Fonds Suédois de Saint-Barthélemy (FSB), vol. 256, Archive Nationales 
d’Outre-Mer (ANOM); Scattered parts of the whole ordinance, in the form of royal 
letters of the same date, are also found in Handel och sjöfart, vol. 160 and in S:t 
Barthélemy-samlingen, vol. 23, RA. All translations in the text are my own. 
16 Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 142–143. 
17 Harald Elovsson, Amerika i svensk litteratur 1750–1820: en studie i komparativ 
litteraturhistoria (Lund: Gleerups, 1930), 123–124; Harald Elovsson, ‘Raynal och 
Sverige’, Samlaren (1928): 64–65. 
18 Fredrik Thomasson, ‘Moors in the Caribbean, Sámi in the Seraglio: Swedish 
Theatre and Slavery Around 1800,’ Modern Languages Open 1, no. 2 (2020): 8–12. 
19 A notable exception is the explicit depictions of slavery in Saint-Barthélemy in the 
travelogue by Bengt Anders Euphrasén, Beskrifning öfver svenska vestindiska ön St. 
Barthelemi i Westindien, samt öarne St. Eustache och St. Christopher (Stockholm: 
Anders Zetterberg, 1795), 22–23. 
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would indeed celebrate abolition in poems and plays, but only 
after it was a fait accompli, carried out by order of the Danish 
king. As pointed out in earlier Danish colonial historiography, 
the Danish public, living in an absolute monarchy, could not 
yet form an independent public voice on such questions in the 
public sphere. The emancipation of the enslaved did not 
become a subject of opinion for a broader public in Denmark 
until the 1830s and 1840s.20 

Sweden’s public sphere was markedly different from Den-
mark’s, at least for a time during the early, more liberal rule of 
Gustav III. A limited freedom of the press gave rise to a grow-
ing public sphere, which catered to an interest in matters of 
democracy and freedom, going naturally hand-in-hand with 
questions of slavery and the rights of man. Raynal’s writings, 
which were influential in Sweden, are a typical example of this. 
Raynal’s Histoire des deux Indes carried decidedly anti-slavery 
arguments, which were not without impact among Swedish 
readers. But Raynal was read in Sweden first and foremost 
because of his radical theories of political rights, about the 
relationship between the rulers and the ruled.21 The instigators 
of public debate were often part of a politically disenchanted 
and alienated middle or upper class who borrowed heavily 
from international discourse for various ends. While a part of 
the appeal of Raynal’s writings came from a genuine opposi-
tion to human bondage, it is far from certain that such senti-
ments should have had an impact on commercial decisions on 
Swedish participation in the slave trade. As Seymour Drescher 
observed when analysing the rhetoric of the British slave trade 
debate, the predominant position of all but the most com-
mitted abolitionists was ambivalence, at least until they were 

— 
20 Røge, ‘Why the Danes Got There First’, 587; Jens Vibaek, Dansk Vestindien 1755– 
1848: Vestindiens storhedstid (København: Fremad, 1966), 166; Neville Hall, Slave 
society in the Danish West Indies (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 
53–54. 
21 Elovsson, Amerika i svensk litteratur, 123; Elovsson, ‘Raynal och Sverige’, 73–74. 
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obliged to declare their views in public. Faced with the human-
itarian priorities in British public opinion, most politicians 
became abolitionists in a practical sense when the matter was 
discussed in parliament.22 Since the slave trade under the 
Swedish flag never became a conspicuous subject in Swedish 
public discourse, there was no need but to pay lip service to 
emerging humanitarian trends. Apart from the abolitionist 
question, however, the matter of anti-Gustavian politics and 
economics in 1792–1796 must also be considered in order to 
make sense of changing opinion about all issues of colonialism 
and colonial trade. 

Frugal Winds of Change, Colonial Designs Challenged 
On the 16th of March 1792, two significant events took place 
that had, in their different ways, a decisive effect on the Nordic 
colonial regimes. First, Denmark formally abolished the slave 
trade. The Danish abolition of this trade was implemented by 
way of a transition period of ten years. Judging only by the 
slight attention it received in newspapers, the Swedish public 
did not pay much attention to the decision.23 This was under-
standable, since the other significant event was that Gustav III 
was shot at the Stockholm opera the same day. He died nearly 
two weeks later. Gustav III’s death ushered in a brief but con-
sequential interim regime. The caretaker regime of Gustaf 
Adolf Reuterholm lasted four years, from the death of Gustav 
III until the heir, Gustav IV Adolf, came of age. Reuterholm 
carried out his interim stewardship of Sweden at the behest of 
the late king’s brother, Duke Karl, who was a close friend and 
fellow freemason. Additionally, they shared many antipathies 
against the rule of Gustav III, even though Reuterholm realised 

— 
22 Seymour Drescher, ‘People and Parliament: The Rhetoric of the British Slave 
Trade,’ The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 20, no. 4 (1990): 579–580. 
23 The Stockholm paper Stockholms Posten, however, included this piece of news a 
month later, even if it is clear that the item was written in March. ‘Köpenhamn, d. 20 
Mars’, Stockholms Posten, 7 April 1792. 
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his rule through the same autocratic measures as the deceased 
king.24 

Reuterholm’s family was of Finnish nobility, and his politics 
were anti-Gustavian on an intensely personal level.25 During 
his travels abroad, he had been deeply affected by the French 
revolution and was often suspected of latent Jacobinism, which 
was not far off the mark. However, his anticolonial politics 
does not seem to have been a consequence of any enlightened 
qualms about the rights of man. Spiritual enslavement, freema-
sonic and mystic conceptions of the human condition, seemed 
to exercise Reuterholm more than human bondage in the 
tropics.26 He certainly objected to the more intrepid sides of 
Gustavian foreign policy and the spendthrift culture of Gustav 
III’s administration more generally. Because of anti-Gustavian 
politics, the Swedish West India Company suffered the loss of 
its royal representative, Eric Ruuth. This happened already in 
1792, when Ruuth was appointed as the governor general of 
Swedish Pomerania. As state secretary, Ruuth was central to 
colonial planning and management. Reuterholm dispatched 
most of the late king’s closest circle of advisors through similar 
intrigues.  

Ruuth, who  since 1786 had been tasked with the unpleasant 
task of financing Gustav III’s war against Russia, also had to 
answer to the deficits after his late financial administration, 
which underlines another strain of Reuterholm’s domestic 
policy: the reckoning with what he saw as the wasteful eco-
nomics of Gustav III. Saint-Barthélemy was questioned in this 
context. Already in October 1793, there were ominous signs of 

— 
24 Kari Tarkiainen, ‘Gustaf Adolf Reuterholm’ in Svenskt biografiskt lexikon 30, ed. 
Carl Henrik Carlsson et al. (Stockholm: Bonniers, 2000), 44. 
25 Tarkiainen, ‘Gustaf Adolf Reuterholm’, 45. 
26 The focal point of Swedish colonial issues during the Reuterholm regime was part 
of a more general problem of neutral trade and foreign policy, especially with respect 
to England. See, e.g., Lydia Wahlström, Sverige och England under revolutionskrigens 
början: Bidrag till den Reuterholmska regeringens historia (Stockholm: Norstedt, 
1917), 217–243. 
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this, as evidenced by a sudden reappraisal of the colony by the 
Board of Commerce. The Board of Commerce, which acted in 
an advisory and regulatory capacity for Swedish overseas trade, 
had clearly received signals from the royal court on how to 
assess the company: 

[…] since this colony has cost the Kingdom until last year ap-
proximately 274 240 R[ix]d[ollars] and ought forever to remain 
a burden for state finances, if another direction for the same 
cannot be brought about, his Majesty’s Board [of Commerce] 
has been charged [by the King] with evaluating not only this 
matter, but what advantages the Kingdom derives from and 
through the West India Trade[…].27 

The letter from the Board of Commerce, addressed to the 
directors of the company, included a request for their recom-
mended corrective actions. The matter was seemingly laid to 
rest, but on the first of January 1794, Reuterholm enacted his 
decree against luxury and opulence (Förordning mot yppighet 
och överflöd), which prohibited the sale and use of different 
silks. The prohibition was supplemented on August 1 with 
coffee, wines and liqueurs. Coffee was the main import staple 
for the Swedish West India Company, which is why this speci-
fic prohibition caused consternation among the company di-
rectors and its shareholders. The decree was deeply unpopular 
among the Swedish people and was more or less openly defied. 
Reuterholm’s gambit became the last anti-consumption 
measure in a long Swedish debate about luxury’s relative value 
and harm. Moralistic objections to the trade in coffee were 
more connected to the view of coffee drinking as a vice rather 
than the unfree labour producing it. It was a commonly held 
— 
27 ‘[…] emedan denna Besittning kostat Riket till sistledit års slut en constant utgift 
af 274,240 Rdr och torde för altid blifwa Statswerket til last, om annan författning 
med densamma icke kan widtagas; anbefalldes Kongl Collegium, at så wäl härom, 
som om hwad motswarande förmon Riket för och genom dess Westindiska Handel 
häraf drager […]’. Board of Commerce to the SWIC board of directors, 14 October 
1793, Handel och sjöfart vol. 190B, SNA. 
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view that coffee merchants were unpatriotic, self-serving peo-
ple who made slaves of consumers, not African workers. 
Following the same reasoning, they supposedly did nothing to 
further domestic manufactures and exports abroad.28 As repre-
sentatives of royal capital and acting under institutional pro-
tection, the company had no choice but to follow the royal 
decree. The company directed its main imports elsewhere, 
mainly to St. Petersburg, with poorer prospects. The prohibi-
tion was in force until 1796 when Reuterholm was ousted from 
power. 

In 1794, the company was facing a breaking point. Internal 
memoranda betray an exasperated atmosphere among the 
directors. Aside from the adverse political climate, the com-
pany’s progress since its first charter in 1786 left much to be 
desired. Its trade had stalled as a combined result of several 
misadventures. The first three company representatives in 
Saint-Barthélemy had all died from disease, the auctioning of 
West Indian imports in Stockholm was slow, and the first two 
ships had been lost to maritime accidents: one ship was seized 
and sold by Russian privateers, the other had run aground in 
the Caribbean with an almost total loss of its cargo as a result. 
Internally, the directors made no secret that three years of war 
with the Russian Empire had been no small source of ‘derange-
ment’, and no profitable business could be conducted under 
such conditions. They were mindful that all new colonial pos-
sessions had steep initial costs. Still, the company’s recent los-
ses, combined with the recent prohibition of coffee, made it 
necessary to take immediate measures. The company sug-

— 
28 Leif Runefelt, Dygden som välståndets grund. Dygd, nytta och egennytta i frihets-
tidens ekonomiska tänkande (Stockholm: Stockholm Studies in Economic History 43, 
2005), 88; Leif Runefelt, ‘Från yppighets nytta till dygdens försvar – den frihetstida 
debatten om lyx’, Historisk tidskrift 2 (2004): 203–224; The prohibition of coffee also 
became a flashpoint in diplomatic relations between Sweden and Great Britain, as 
well as other powers. Diplomats with a taste for coffee saw the challenge to their own 
consumption as a violation of their diplomatic immunity. Wahlström, Sverige och 
England under revolutionskrigens början, 138–151. 
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gested that the crown buy all extant shares in the company, as 
had been the case with the dissolved Danish West India 
Company in 1785.29 The other alternative was some royal com-
pensation, either dispensation with the coffee imports or tax 
exemptions. The crown could not liquidate the whole capital 
mass of the company shares, and the company would instead 
receive the suggested exemptions instead.30 

The Reuterholm regime’s effects on lingering Swedish 
ambitions in the slave trade have not been properly acknow-
ledged. Supposedly, a governmental volte-face on the matter of 
the slave trade is supported by a letter written by SWIC 
directors to their agents Jacob Röhl and Adolf Hansen in the 
Caribbean in July 1791. This letter does not, however, mention 
any political considerations; it merely states that there were no 
current prospects for a branch of trade deemed inherently 
risky.31 The government’s shift in this question came before the 
death of Gustav III, lending little credence to the theory that 
Ruuth wished to protect the future heir from international 
scrutiny.32 William Wilberforce had introduced the first Parlia-
mentary Bill for the abolition of the slave trade, which was 
defeated by 163 votes to 88 in April 1791. The event was not 
insignificant for attitudes in the Nordic countries. The Danish 
decision to abolish the trade came less than a year afterwards. 
Such an acute Swedish receptivity to British opinion is, how-
ever, not supported by the sources. 

— 
29 Ole Feldbaek, ‘The Danish Trading Companies of the Seventeenth and Eighteenth 
Century’, Scandinavian Economic History Review 34, no. 3 (1986): 204–218. 
30 Undated memorandum titled ‘Reflections’, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 190B; Letter 
from the SWIC board of directors to Gustav IV Adolf, 17 May 1794, Handel och 
sjöfart, vol. 160; Letter from Duke Karl to the SWIC board of directors, 4 December 
1794, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 190A, SNA; See also Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 
291–293. It appears Hildebrand never uncovered the undated memorial in question. 
31 Letter from the SWIC board of directors to Röhl & Hansen, 15 October 1791, 
Handel och sjöfart, vol. 158, SNA; Cf. Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 285. 
32 Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 220–222. 
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The issue is more complicated than an impending turn in 
British opinion guiding heads of state in the North. Even on 
this question, there were forces and counterforces at play. After 
the first significant push for abolition in the House of Com-
mons, most reformist movements lost momentum for a con-
siderable period. England entered the war in 1793, and the 
French revolution had branded progressive ideas about free-
dom and abolition with the mark of Jacobinism. Finally, the 
revolt of enslaved persons in French Saint-Domingue in 1791– 
1804 came as a bloody warning for all administrators of colo-
nial rule. To contemporary observers, the abolitionist move-
ment became intimately associated with the democratic forces 
unleashed by the French revolution.33 Anti-abolitionist senti-
ment grew in the 1790s as a response to the abolitionist threat 
and was an equally conspicuous fixture in Swedish newspapers 
and opinion as its antagonists. 

Anti-abolitionist arguments were commonly economistic, 
stating that colonial productions and markets were an essential 
boon to domestic economies, and that the colonies simply 
could not exist without slavery. Other refrains carried civilising 
arguments against the terrors of the dark continent. Stock-
holms Post-Tidningar published one such piece as early as 
1788, noting that ‘our [English] plantations on the West Indies 
could not have been maintained without Negro slaves; and that 
the condition of the Negroes in the West Indies is in fact hap-
pier than in their native land, Africa’.34 This striking and 
bizarre argument was, in fact, of a piece with both abolitionist 
and anti-abolitionist rhetoric of the time. The Swedish naval 
officer Gustaf Lewin, who had participated in a French slaving 
expedition to Gabon in 1786, reflected on the slave trade in the 

— 
33 Gregory M. Collins, ‘Edmund Burke on Slavery and the Slave Trade,’ Slavery & 
Abolition 41 (2019): 494–521; Daniel I. O’Neill, ‘Edmund Burke on slavery and the 
slave trade: a response to Gregory M. Collins,’ Slavery & Abolition 41, no. 4 (2020): 
816–827. 
34 ‘London, den 13 Maji’, Stockholms Post-Tidningar 16 June 1788. 
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same way. In his memoirs – which were kept private until one 
of his descendants published them in 1916 – he condemned 
contemporary European aspirations for profit and refinement 
as a driver behind the human suffering of the slave trade. 
Nevertheless, he explained – but took care to point out that he 
did not defend – the slave trade as a means for the Africans to 
arrive in a better world than the one in which they were 
brought up.35 To summarise, there was no unified and coherent 
opinion against the slave trade at this time, neither in Sweden 
nor in Great Britain. The issue gathered political and diplo-
matic momentum only after the British abolition in 1807, and 
after the peace of Vienna in 1815, when signatories were 
encouraged to follow the British lead. 

The view that Swedish foreign policy took a negative posi-
tion against the slave trade during Gustav IV Adolf’s adoles-
cence is supported in the literature through the Lord High 
Chancellor Fredrik Sparre’s letter to the Swedish diplomat in 
Madrid, Carl August Ehrensvärd, on the 2 April 1793.36 The 
direct order contained in the letter was to terminate any 
remaining talks with the kingdom of Spain about acquiring a 
Spanish colony. During the American War of Independence, 
Sweden had also negotiated with Spain about the prospect of a 
Caribbean island. Puerto Rico was for a long time the object of 
Swedish aspirations. But the letter contains nothing explicit 
about the slave trade. Instead, it is a straightforward call for 
Swedish neutrality in European power politics.37 The Spanish 
negotiators had proposed, inter alia, an anti-French alliance in 
the Caribbean in exchange for a piece of Spanish territory in 
the region. This was completely out of the question, as Sweden 
continued to pursue a generally pro-French foreign policy, and 

— 
35 Eva Lewin, En gustaviansk sjöofficer (Geber: Stockholm, 1916), 79–115. 
36 Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 223. 
37 Fredrik Sparre to Carl August Ehrensvärd, 2 April 1793, B1, B:142, vol. 3, Kabi-
nettet för utrikes brevväxlingen, SNA. 
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French trade was a prerequisite for the relative prosperity of its 
only colony, Saint-Barthélemy. 

Sweden had practically written off any Spanish colonial 
propositions many years earlier, as evidenced by a memo-
randum from Eric Ruuth to Gustav III in January 1788. Ruuth 
stated that when it came to Swedish ‘trade with the West Indies 
and the Americas, the kingdom has enough from Saint-
Barthélemy as an entrepôt, and in wartime, a front for the most 
extensive and profitable trade of all kinds.’38 The memorandum 
was a direct response to Spanish offers of the small island of 
Vieques, east of Puerto Rico. The matter may have been con– 
fused or combined with earlier diplomatic intelligence from 
Ehrensvärd in Madrid, which did contain discussions of the 
slave trade. During the last years of the 18th century, the 
Spanish empire pursued a free trade policy. This included 
opening a couple of harbour towns in Cuba to foreign vessels, 
as well as in Hispaniola and Puerto Rico. Ehrensvärd had men-
tioned, in 1789, the opening of Hispaniola to foreign imports 
of enslaved persons as an opportunity for Swedish colonial 
trade.39 Overall, there is not much evidence supporting an anti-
slave trade position in Swedish foreign policy. The Swedish 
slave trade, as a part of Swedish colonial efforts more broadly, 
indeed suffered an adverse climate during the mid-1790s, but 
this fact had less to do with being receptive to British opinion 
than the general trend against the former regime of Gustav III. 
In this context, we can finally turn our attention to two 
Swedish slaving expeditions, the ships Zombie and Fädernes-
landet, to evaluate Swedish attitudes towards the trade. 

— 
38 Ruuth’s memorandum to Gustav III, 19 January 1788, Ruuthska samlingen, E5213, 
vol. 2, SNA. 
39 Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 162. 
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The Zombie’s Passport Appeal Rejected:  
A Real Reflection of Abolitionist Opinion? 

The Swedish West India Company, the Board of Commerce 
and the Stockholm merchant guild all ostensibly took a stand 
against the slave trade during the course of 1793, owing to the 
fact that they rejected a sea-pass application for a Swedish slave 
vessel, the Zombie. The application was submitted by the 
Swedish West India Company agent in Saint-Barthélemy, 
Jacob Eliasson Röhl and his business partner, Adolf Fredrik 
Hansen. The company had resorted to the services of the 
merchant house Röhl & Hansen in 1790,40 since their intended 
company managers had perished after only a short time on the 
Caribbean island. Additionally, Röhl had been granted the 
status of Swedish commercial agent in Saint-Barthélemy, that 
is, he was given diplomatic duties to assist Swedish shipping in 
the Caribbean.41 In contrast to earlier company servants, they 
were not paid a fixed salary but were employed on commis-
sion. According to their contract with the company, they were 
allowed to continue their own independent business but had 
to split their profits with the company in such cases. As will be 
shown, this independent freedom conflicted with Röhl’s con-
sular duties. Röhl & Hansen had been among the first Swedish 
settlers on the island. By establishing a local trading house 
while remaining in good health, they became indispensable for 
company business, even if local administrators had misgivings 
and suggested other candidates.42 

— 
40 Contract between SWIC and Röhl & Hansen, 17 February 1790; Certificate of 
employment for the agent Jacob E. Röhl, 12 March 1790; Handel och sjöfart, vol. 160; 
SWIC:s instruction for Röhl & Hansen, 7 april 1790, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 191A, 
SNA. 
41 Consular letter of appointment, March 1790, Serie II: supplement R II A, Bio-
graphica, SNA; Letter from Gustav III to the SWIC board of directors, Handel och 
sjöfart, vol. 160, SNA. 
42 Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 189–191; Letter from Röhl & Hansen to the 
SWIC board of directors, 7 June 1790, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 168, SNA. 
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The French revolution in the Caribbean made Röhl & 
Hansen hopeful about the prospects of Swedish trade in the 
region. In March and February of 1791, they wrote of the 
devastation of Martinique and Saint-Domingue that claimed 
thousands of lives, as well as the newly enacted freedoms of 
exports to the Spanish colonies. They saw an increasingly 
lucrative market in enslaved persons, as they foresaw the need 
to replenish the enslaved populations of destroyed or aban-
doned plantations. They recommended employing a com-
petent English captain and crew and urged the company 
directors to inquire about firms in Bristol, Liverpool or Lan-
caster to get going.43 Judging by the correspondence, the com-
pany director did not respond to their suggestions. Trans-
atlantic communication between the colony and Stockholm 
was slow, and Röhl & Hansen did not waste their time waiting 
for a positive reply. Additionally, in June of 1791, the company 
ship Wälkomsten went aground in St. Croix, and the company 
suffered exorbitant losses from the whole affair. This accident 
dominated the correspondence between the directors and their 
local agent, and the latter got his share of the blame for it.44 

Not to be discouraged, Röhl & Hansen had begun preparing 
for a slave expedition of their own in 1792. They bought a ship 
from the nearby Dutch island of St. Eustatius and enlisted a 
captain and crew for the voyage. They wrote detailed letters 
about the voyage to the board of directors and detailed projec-
tions of future profits for the enterprise.45 They also included 
the Swedish passport, issued at Saint-Barthélemy, as well as the 

— 
43 Letter from Röhl & Hansen to the SWIC board of directors, 18 February, 14 March 
1791, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 168, SNA. 
44 Undated letter from the SWIC board of directors to Röhl & Hansen, October 1791; 
Undated letter from the SWIC board of directors to J. P. Brahelén 1791; Letter from 
the SWIC board of directors to Röhl & Hansen, 18 september 1792, Handel och 
sjöfart, vol. 191A, SNA. 
45 Letter from Röhl  & Hansen to the SWIC board of  directors, 23 July; 26 July;  5  
August; 11 August 1792, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 168, SNA. 
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ship’s muster roll.46 A colonial passport such as this was suf-
ficient for their needs, but a Swedish passport proper carried 
additional benefits such as better legal protection on the high 
seas, something they hoped to obtain.47 They entreated the 
company to share in the expedition’s expenses and profits, but 
at any rate they hoped that the directors would recommend 
their application for a Swedish sea-pass proper and tax exemp-
tions (fribrev). The ship set sail on 26 July 1792 and accom-
panied the company ship L’Amerique for a part of the journey 
across the Atlantic. It had already dropped anchor at the 
mouth of the Sierra Leone River in November, almost a month 
before their application for a Swedish sea-pass reached 
Sweden.48 

The fate of the application and the voyage itself was cata– 
strophic. The Zombie was damaged in a storm, the crew muti-
nied, and the persons they had managed to take captive at one 
point tried to seize the ship. The Zombie ended its voyage 
outside Cape Coast Castle, where it ran aground and was 
looted by the British. Röhl & Hansen blamed the captain in 
their protest, apparently receiving some compensation for 
their insured voyage.49 They went on to  become successful  
slave traders, but by all accounts, limited their ship-owning 

— 
46 Sea-pass for the ship Zombie, 25 July 1792; Muster roll for the ship Zombie, 25 July 
1792, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 186C. 
47 For an explanation of the respective benefits of the so-called Algerian sea-passes 
and fribrev, see Jan Kilborn, ‘Den svenska utrikeshandelsflottan 1795–1820. En pilot-
studie i Kommerskollegiums fribrevsdiarier,’ Forum Navale 63 (2007): 38–43; Leos 
Müller, Consuls, Corsairs and Commerce: The Swedish consular service and long-
distance shipping, 1720–1815 (Uppsala: Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, 2004), 144– 
154. 
48 Sea-protest for the ship Zombie, 2 July 1795, 2L: Actes notariels 1795 (Saint-
Barthélemy), vol. 198, Archives Departementales de la Guadeloupe (ADG); Röhl & 
Hansen’s undated application for the Zombie, Letter from the Board of Commerce 
to Gustav IV Adolph, 19 November 1793, Kommerskollegii skrivelser till Kongl Majt 
vol. 9:253, SNA. 
49 Sea-protest for the ship Zombie, 2 July 1795, 2L: vol. 198, ADG. 
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business in that branch to the Caribbean island.50 The process 
involved in responding to Röhl & Hansen’s application lasted 
well over a year, and ended with a royal rejection on the 1st of 
May 1794,51 a decision based on a round of referrals to the 
Board of Commerce, the Stockholm merchant guild and the 
Swedish West India Company. All these institutions recom-
mended against granting the application. The Stockholm mer-
chant guild included the most unambiguous rejection groun-
ded in abolitionist rhetoric, as well as references to the recent 
debate in the House of Commons: 

That the Petitioners have in mind that establishing the navi-
gation on the southern coasts of Africa should simply be a 
much more attractive enterprise, since, according to them, this 
trade has not been met with success by Swedish ship-owners. 
But since the trade on these coasts consists of nothing more 
than the purchase, transportation and sale of the indigenous 
peoples or Negroes to the American colonists and as this 
inhuman trade has not been befitting Swedish ship-owners, a 
trade which, in latter days, the more enlightened part of the 
English nation has considered utterly repugnant and ques-
tioned its future continuation in parliament, then Swedish 
merchants cannot be persuaded to seek benefit in a branch, 
which, to the more refined, one is loath to say Christian, cannot 
be reconciled with their responsibilities to their fellow men. We 
therefore have difficulties believing the Petitioners want to 

— 
50 Incidentally Jacob Röhl travelled to Sweden with the SWIC ship L’Amerique in July 
1795 and remained there permanently. He registered, in partnership with other 
Stockholm merchants, several ships that were destined to the Caribbean between 
1795–1800. From available registers and muster-rolls it does not seem that they were 
slaving expeditions. His partnership with Adolf Hansen never ceased and Hansen 
continued to use the merchant firm’s name of Röhl & Hansen. See, e.g., ‘Förteckning 
på de private Skepp som haft destination till St Barthelemy ifrån och med 1785,’ 
Letter from the Board of Commerce to Gustav IV Adolf, 9 April 1805, Kommers-
kollegi skrivelser till Kongl Majt, vol. 301, SNA. 
51 Government minutes on domestic internal affairs, 1 May 1794, SNA. 
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involve themselves with an industry which at present, more 
than before, is deemed unworthy.52 

There are several points of interest in this statement. The 
Stockholm merchant guild referenced the ambitions of Röhl & 
Hansen’s application, which, in a gratifying way, alluded to the 
Swedish colonial past on the African West Coast, though with-
out mentioning Cabo Corso outright. It is as if their statement 
of fact – that this trade had never been met with Swedish suc-
cess – was taken as an affront. This, I will argue, is not insigni-
ficant. Then the argument veers back to the present, where cur-
rent opinion among the ‘more enlightened’ English are taken 
as a benchmark of morality in the matter. But the assessment 
of, as well as the position of these supposedly impartial English 
observers, is somewhat unclear. ‘Refined’ here probably refers 
to the upper classes of polite society (the Swedish word used is 
polerad), but adds an ambiguous comment on Christianity, 
possibly a reference to Quakers and evangelical movements 
such as the Clapham sect, which figured heavily in the abo-
litionist movement. At any rate, the Stockholm merchant 
guild, representing the whole Swedish mercantile society, 
seemingly identified with ‘refined’ attitudes insofar as the slave 
trade was concerned. The Board of Commerce and the 

— 
52 ‘At sökanderne hafwer i afsigt at uprätta sjöfarten på Africas södra Kuster, torde 
wara blott ett förebärande som will synas så mycket behageligare, som efter deras 
utsago skall denna handel icke welat lyckas för swenska Rederierna, men som 
handelen på dessa kuster wil icke annat säga än de inföddas eller Negrernas 
upköpande, transporterande och försäljande til Americanske Colonisterne och 
denna handel har såsom omenskelig icke welat anstå swenska Rederierna, för 
hwilcken handel i sednare tider den uplystare delen af Engelska Nationen fattat 
yttersta afsky och låtit dess widare fortsättande ställas hos ängelska Parlamentet i 
fråga, så hafwer de swenska handlande icke kiunnat öfwertala sig, at söka fördel i en 
handelsgren, som med polerade, man wil ej säga Christna människjors skyldighet 
emot medmenniskjor icke kan förenas, hafwa således swårt at tro det sökanderne 
skola wilja befalla sig med en rörelse, som nu, mera än i förra tiden anses för owärdig’. 
Memorandum of the Stockholm merchant guild, 29 July 1793, part of a Board of 
Commerce application, 19 november 1793, Kommerskollegi skrivelser till Kongl 
Majt, vol. 253, SNA. 
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Swedish West India Company seemingly concurred, by and 
large, with the statement of the Stockholm merchant guild, 
which was the first to be issued in the process.53 

To assess the abolitionist subject matter in this corres-
pondence, one should look at the arguments as a whole, as well 
as the overlap between the Stockholm merchant guild and the 
Swedish West India Company. Among the signatories for the 
guild were the director of the company (Carl Arfwedson) and 
prominent shareholders and trading partners (J. Wennerqvist, 
F. Morsing, J. Kantzow). Seemingly, representatives of a com-
mercial body – the SWIC – committed to the goal of colonial 
trade (which included the slave trade) had now had a change 
of heart and subscribed – at least to some extent – to aboli-
tionist ideas. Granted, Röhl & Hansen had invited the directors 
to partake in a slaving expedition many years before without 
visibly kindling any interest in the idea. In a letter written in 
April 1793 by Röhl & Hansen to the directors, they acknow-
ledge that the company has turned down their offer.54 This 
lends some credence to the notion that at least some company 
directors were not wholly supportive of slave trading at that 
moment. Nonetheless, it does not rule out other reasons 
besides moral considerations. Of its chartered right to the slave 
trade, the company merely stated that ‘it had not yet made use 
of this right, and has found several misgivings for it to make 
use of it at present’.55 These misgivings could also have 
included adverse risk assessments, which are understandable 

— 
53 The dates in order: The letter of the Board of Commerce to Gustav IV Adolf, 10 
November 1793 (starting the round of referrals); Memorial of the Stockholm 
merchant guild, 29 July 1793, Letter from the SWIC board of directors to the Board 
of Commerce, 1 November 1793; Letter from the Board of Commerce to Gustav IV 
Adolph, 19 November 1793, Kommerskollegii skrivelser till Kongl Majt vol. 253, 
SNA. The SWIC letter is in Handel och sjöfart, vol. 86, SNA. 
54 Letter from Röhl & Hansen to the SWIC board of directors, 10 April 1793, Handel 
och sjöfart, vol. 168, SNA. 
55 Letter from the SWIC board of directors to the Board of Commerce, 1 November 
1793, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 86, SNA. 
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given the company’s recent misfortunes. The Board of Com-
merce, for their part, added no independent thoughts but 
merely followed suit and forwarded the recommendation to 
reject the application. 

The next aspect to consider is the tenuous relation between 
the company and its agent, Jacob Röhl. He was not quite a 
subordinate, but rather a partner-by-contract, ideally adhering 
to the company’s set of instructions. This included the pos-
sibility of independent business, but as a Swedish agent with 
consular duties, he was not supposed to own and deal in 
Swedish ships. There were two principal objections against 
consular ship-ownership. Firstly, it had long been regarded as 
an unwanted source of competition among Swedish mer-
chants. Secondly, the possibility of concealing foreign owner-
ship, an undeniable threat in a Swedish colony which had the 
power to grant its own sea-passes.56 Both of these objections 
feature prominently in the rejection by the Stockholm mer-
chant guild. The case is so conspicuous in this regard that the 
maritime historian Hjalmar Börjeson included it as an example 
of when the Swedish mercantile class objected to foreign 
registration of Swedish vessels.57 

Swedish merchants were generally suspicious of foreign 
naturalisations of ships and their owners. During international 
conflicts in which Sweden was neutral, there was a surge of for-
eign naturalisations. The mercantile argument against foreign 
merchants procuring flags of convenience was that they rarely 
stayed in the kingdom with their ships and wealth once peace 
was restored. Such protests by the assertive Stockholm mer-

— 
56 There was a long tradition of antagonism between Swedish consuls posted in 
foreign countries and domestic Swedish merchants. Disputes between them were 
commonplace. See J. A. Almqvist, Kommerskollegiums och riksens ständers manufak-
turkontor samt konsulsstaten. Administrativa och biografiska anteckningar 
(Stockholm: Norstedts, 1912), 113–144. 
57 Hjalmar Börjeson, Stockholms segelsjöfart: minnesskrift 1732–1932 (Stockholm: 
Victor Petterson, 1932), 266–267. Despite referencing Börjeson several times, Hilde-
brand omits that he interprets Zombie in this context. 
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chant guild figured prominently in the commercial climate of 
the 1770s and 1780s. There were contested cases of Swedish 
naturalisations, particularly in Gothenburg, during the Ameri-
can War of Independence. Incidentally, Gothenburg is where 
the Swedish–Dutch merchant house of Fåhraeus & Laurin 
relocated from Amsterdam in 1795 and naturalised with 
burgher rights. In Amsterdam, they had dealings with the 
Dutch West India Company’s trade to Surinam. While active 
in Sweden, they were responsible for expediting one of two 
known Swedish slaving expeditions from the Baltic, with the 
ship Sweriges Wapen, 1796–1797.58 

To summarise, Röhl & Hansen’s application did not simply 
represent an offer allegedly injurious to (Swedish) merchant 
morality, but also represented a potential threat to patriotic 
commerce and unwanted competition with Swedish overseas 
trade in general. Though potentially lucrative, certain types of 
overseas trade were considered harmful to the kingdom. A too 
liberal acceptance of the Swedish flag of convenience tested the 
acceptable limits of neutrality in wartime. The passports for 
ships in Saint-Barthélemy were limited to smaller vessels 
trading in the western hemisphere and Africa, while Europe 
was out of bounds. Even after the abrogation of the SWIC 
charter in 1805, this distinction was kept in place, which 
showed that it was not merely a matter of company privilege. 
The passports sought by Röhl & Hansen were strictly intended 
for Swedish ships with Swedish crews. Any deviation from this 
rule was considered treason and subject to heavy fines.59 Even 
though abolitionist sentiments could arguably have been in 

— 
58 Anne Agardh, Brink: den svenske slavkaptenen (Stockholm: Atlantis, 2012). 146– 
148. Fåhraeus & Laurin’s gambit to neutralise their colonial trade to Surinam under 
Swedish colours did not pay off, at least in the case of Sweriges Wapen, which was 
seized by British privateers off the coast of Surinam in January 1797 and was later 
condemned as a ‘good prize’ in Grenada. 
59 Leos Müller, ‘Under svensk flagg i Medelhavet. Algeriska sjöpass 1770–1800’, in 
Från Afrikakompaniet till Tokyo. En vänbok till György Nováky, ed. Marie Lenner-
sand & Leos Müller (Stockholm: Exkurs, 2017), 42–43. 
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play, it was possible to repeal the passport independent of such 
considerations. The company informed Röhl & Hansen and 
the officials of Saint-Barthélemy that they would not renew 
their contract with the intrepid merchant house in November 
1794. The termination of their partnership should not be inter-
preted as a response to the Zombie process either. At this point, 
the partnership was fraught with personal acrimony and eco-
nomic conflicts, and the company deemed it best to let them 
go in favour of paid subordinates. Still, there was at least one 
lone voice of dissent against the decision on the Zombie. Even 
if the identity of the dissenter cannot be established with cer-
tainty, it probably belonged to Lars Rejmers Petterson, one of 
the directors of the SWIC. Support for such a view can be made 
based on Rejmers’ subsequent actions after the rejection of the 
Zombie’s passport application.  

The Fäderneslandet’s ‘Clandestine’ Voyage 1793–1795 
An innocuous memorandum, both unsigned and undated, 
attached to the royal court proceedings that rejected the 
Zombie’s application in May 1794, had heaped scorn on the 
assertions of the Stockholm merchant guild. When it came to 
the ‘unworthiness’ of the slave trade, it simply referred to the 
late king’s decision of 12 March 1790, which had explicitly 
given the inhabitants of Saint-Barthélemy the right to trade in 
enslaved persons. This edict was still in effect, and nothing 
ought to have changed this fact. Moreover, it claimed that there 
was no reason to suppose that Röhl & Hansen would be any  
more likely to abuse their privileges than any Swedish mer-
chant within the Swedish kingdom proper. It was an explicit 
critique of the company for having restricted the livelihoods of 
its closest partners, referring to particularities in their con-
tract.60 

— 
60 ‘Underdånig Påminnelse’, Appendix to letter from the Board of Commerce to 
Gustav IV Adolph, 19 November 1793, Kommerskollegii skrivelser till Kongl Majt 
vol. 253, SNA. 
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It is not possible to establish who held the pen behind this 
anonymous denunciation, but it is not unlikely that it came 
from within the company itself. Lars Rejmers Petterson, who 
commonly went under the name Lars Rejmers, can be con-
sidered the chief executive of the SWIC. His house at Järn-
torget, in the quarter Trivia, held the SWIC office as well as 
part of its warehousing. He was in charge of most of the com-
pany’s foreign and domestic correspondence, and handled a 
great deal of its practical matters, e.g. sales, auctions and other 
business needs. The person who wrote the anonymous memo-
randum was at least a person who had intimate knowledge of 
the conditions faced by Röhl & Hansen and had pragmatic 
views on the slave trade. What likely ties Rejmers to the memo-
randum is that he and his brother Anders Rejmers had dis-
patched their own slave ship to Africa in October 1793. By way 
of an administrative conflict in Saint-Barthélemy in 1795, the 
Swedish colonial judge had let slip that the colonial council had 
granted illegal ship’s passports to sell ‘Rejmers’ slaves’ to neigh-
bouring islands. They were illegal since colonial passports were 
limited to a specific ship’s tonnage. Complaints about ‘over-
sized’ passports had been filed by Gustaf Wernberg, who had 
taken over Röhl & Hansen’s duties as company assistant in the 
colony. Wernberg had not, however, objected to the oversized 
passports needed to transport the enslaved persons from Saint-
Barthélemy to buyers in Havana, Cuba.61 

This episode in the strained history of Swedish colonial bu-
reaucracy is the reason why director Rejmer’s personal in-
volvement in the slave trade has been known for a long time. 

— 
61 Letter from Johan Norderling to the SWIC board of directors, 13 July 1795, Handel 
och sjöfart, vol. 169, SNA; Hildebrand, Den svenska kolonin, 226–227; The ship was 
probably the Stokolmo, recorded to have arrived in Havanna in July  1795  with 45  
slaves. For an overview of the Swedish and Danish slave trade to Cuba, see Herbert 
S. Klein, ‘The Cuban Slave Trade in a Period of Transition, 1790–1843’, Revue 
française d’histoire d’outre-mer 62 (1975): 73, 87; Herbert S. Klein, ‘North American 
Competition and the Characteristics of the African Slave Trade to Cuba, 1790–1794’, 
William & Mary Quarterly 28, no. 1 (1971): 86, 88. 
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Arguably, it also highlights the peculiar silence surrounding 
this expedition. The ship in question was the Fäderneslandet, 
owned by the Rejmers brothers and captained by Petter 
Fahlgren. We can catch a glimpse of the ship in Wernberg’s 
reports to the company in Stockholm in late June of 1795, 
writing about the impending homeward journey of the 
company ship L’Amerique. The situation was dire, Wernberg 
reported, since an epidemic of spotted fever was ravaging the 
colony. Several of the company’s ship crew had already died, 
but the assistant nevertheless reassured his employers that the 
ship should be fully equipped and laden with colonial goods.62 

Wernberg also informed the company directors about the 
imminent departure of the Swedish ship Fäderneslandet to 
Stockholm, helmed by its captain Johan Sommar. Wernberg 
did not mention the fact that the ship had arrived from Gabon 
with over 200 human captives. The illness might in fact have 
been brought to Saint-Barthélemy by this ship. The letter also 
contained no mention of its captain, Petter Fahlgren, dying 
from a fever, or that the sale of the enslaved persons had been 
mediated by Röhl, Hansen and Wernberg, or even that the ship 
partly belonged to company director Rejmers. However, there 
was no need to mention the last fact, as it would already have 
been a well-known fact in Stockholm. The details of the voyage 
have only recently been unearthed through the discovery of the 
estate documents of the deceased captain Fahlgren,63 which 
included bills of sale for the enslaved persons, inventory lists, 
correspondence, a charter-party translated from Portuguese to 

— 
62 Letter from Gustaf Wernberg to the SWIC board of directors, 29 June 1795, Handel 
och sjöfart, vol. 169, SNA. 
63 For the history of this archive and its current preservation, see Anne Lebel, ‘Saint-
Barthélemy et ses archives: une connaissance historique éclatée,’ Bulletin de la Société 
d’histoire de la Guadeloupe 159 (2011): 91–102; Fredrik Thomasson, ‘Den karibiska 
skorpionen: Om digitaliseringen av det Svenska Saint-Barthélemy-arkivet i Aix-en-
Provence,’ Historisk tidskrift 138, nr. 1 (2018): 78–90. 
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Swedish and a damaged, fragmentary sea-protest.64 The sea 
protest was recorded by the colonial judge in Saint-Barthé-
lemy, as a witness statement to the ship-owners, charterers and 
insurers. The voyage had been an arduous one, despite success-
fully transporting hundreds of enslaved persons over the 
Atlantic. It nearly ended in disaster. The ship had set out from 
Stockholm in October 1793, sailing southwards around the 
African west coast after a long stop in Lisbon. In Portugal, the 
ship had been chartered by a Portuguese merchant for a cargo 
of enslaved persons to be transported from Africa to one of the 
Spanish colonies in South America or the Caribbean. The ship 
was loaded and equipped for the slave trade here as well. 
Swedish ship records only logged its voyage towards Lisbon.65 

The charter-party was mediated by the Swedish consul in 
Lisbon, Johan Albert Kantzow, son of his namesake in Stock-
holm, Swedish West India company shareholder and member 
of the Stockholm merchant guild who had signed the rejection 
argument against the Zombie. 66 

The voyage was an attempt at exploiting Swedish wartime 
neutrality, as evidenced by details in the charter-party, essenti-
ally a contract between Fahlgren and the ship’s charterer. If the 
ship were to be seized at sea as a result of Sweden entering the 
war, the captain and his consignees would not receive the same 
pay. Portugal had been a part of the anti-French coalition since 
1792. This gambit did not quite pay off. The ship was harassed 
by both British privateers and was seized by a French squadron 
in the Bight of Benin, resulting in a loss of part of the ship’s 
human cargo. All told, at least ten crew members died during 
the voyage, resulting in a mortality of its African-bound crew 

— 
64 Fahlgren’s sea protest, 6 May 1795, 40r–40v, 46r–52v, Fonds suédois de Saint-
Barthélemy (FSB), vol. 301, Archives Nationales d’Outre-Mer (ANOM). 
65 Sjöpassdiarium 1793, C II b; Fribrevsdiarium 1793, C II c, Kommerskollegium, 
SNA. 
66 Charter-party signed 5 February 1794, FSB vol. 301, 44r–45v, 54r–55v, FSB, vol. 
301, ANOM. 
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of around 40%. Six men of the original Swedish crew of 15 
survived and returned to Stockholm.67 The fate of the enslaved 
persons on board is not mentioned in any of the sources except 
for the bill of sales. The ship arrived at Saint-Barthélemy in 
poor condition, barely controlling its rudder. The contractual 
obligation to transport the enslaved persons to Spanish 
colonies was therefore solved by using smaller vessels. The ship 
was not used in the slave trade again. During its next journey 
from the Baltic, it was seized by French privateers in 1797 and 
was brought into Alicante, where it was condemned and sold.68 

Fahlgren’s estate records uncover much of what has been 
unknown about this particular voyage, but they also leave 
many questions unanswered. Why had the voyage been con-
ducted with such discretion? Did it have anything to do with 
negative sentiments towards the slave trade, as the rejection of 
the Zombie application ostensibly had shown? Was it because 
Rejmers was alone in his favourable opinion among the 
company directors? Why did the company or its directors 
seemingly never trade in enslaved persons again? While these 
questions only bear speculation at the moment, one thing 
should be clear: despite any signals to the contrary, there was 
enough diversity of opinion on the matter to put limits on the 
slave trade ambitions of enterprising mercantile elites. As an 
example of how this view was propagated and justified, we can 
indeed even turn to the lower rungs of company assistants. 
Here is company assistant Herman Broberg, describing his 
recently acquired insight after arriving in Saint-Barthélemy in 
1797: 

I must sincerely confess that I now harbour completely dif-
ferent thoughts about the Slave trade, Negroes and their treat-
ment, than I did in my native country – It is true, that every-

— 
67 Ship #311, D I a, Mönstringsrullor 1793, Stockholms sjömanshus. 
68 Letter from the Swedish legation in Madrid to Reutz, 16 June 1797, Beskicknings-
arkiv Madrid, AII:1, SNA. I am indebted to Martin Almbjär for this information. 
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where the benefits of the world are abused, but abuse never 
taints the founder of a good institution69 – a good institution (If 
I here should mention) since it [the slave trade] lends itself to 
the livelihoods of several millions even though it has disturbed 
the peace for the blacks, but perhaps more often promoted 
peace, since what would feed so many millions, employ so 
many if this slave trade would cease, and consequently the com-
plete withering of the trade in Sugar, Coffee and Cotton. [- - -] 
I can therefore not find particular grounds for the conclusions 
and sentiments about the Slave Trade commonly held in 
Europe, that surely must be based more on the high contem-
plations of historical narrators than real experience in the mat-
ter. You can scarcely find one example of a Negro longing to 
return to his native home once he’s been in the West Indies for 
a few Years. On the contrary, he considers the threat of such a 
prospect a severe punishment, which as principal evidence 
should completely ruin the so-called human reflections against 
the Slave trade.70 

Broberg’s central defence of the slave trade was the old proverb 
of Roman emperor Vespasian, i.e. ‘money does not stink’, one 

— 
69 The Swedish word used is god inrättning, which could equally well translate into 
‘good business’. 
70 ‘Jag måste uprigtigt ärkjänna at jag nu hyser helt andra tankar om Slafhandel negrer 
ock dess handtering, än jag hyste i mitt fädernesland – Det är sant, at man öfver alt 
ofta missbrukar de fördelar verlden bjuder, men missbruket misskläder aldrig 
uphofsmannen af en god inrättning – en god inrättning (om jag så bör nämna) ty 
den är ländande till flere millioner menniskors soutienne ock äfven de svartas väl et 
ännu til månget fredsbrott, men kanske oftare bidragande till Lugn, ty hvarmed 
skulle väl så många millioner menniskor föda sig, sysselsättas om denna slafhandel 
uphörde, ock följackteligen dessa Såcker, Caffe och Bomulls grenar totaliter för-
visnade [- - -] Jag kan således icke finna särdeles skäl till de slutsatzer och omdömen 
man gemenligen i Europa hyser om Slafhandelen, som säkerligen måste grunda sig 
mera på Histori Dictares höga behjertande än wärkelig. ärfarenhet i förhållandet. 
Man har knappast exempel på någon Negers åstundan at återkomma till sin 
fosterbygd, sen han varit i Westindien några År, utan anser det som et svårt straff at 
dermed hotas, hvilket huvudsakela. bevis lärer helt ock hållit kullstörta det så kallade 
Männskliga behjertande mot Slafhandelen’. Herman Broberg to the SWIC board of 
directors, 18 July 1797, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 169, SNA. 
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that had been in regular use during debates on the matter.71 

Furthermore, the negatives of the ‘good institution’ were argu-
ably outweighed by its immense contribution to the livelihoods 
of millions in the world economy. Broberg’s defence is littered 
with many time-worn tropes; it stands out as if borrowed from 
the British economist Malachy Postlethwayt’s famous pam-
phlet.72 A telltale sign is the justification of the slave trade by 
means of bringing the Africans out of a life of savagery in the 
dark continent, as if living a life in bondage among Christians 
was to be preferred. Broberg’s arguments are undoubtedly 
different from the usual fare of Swedish mercantile discourse 
since they feature no patriotic justifications. It never expounds 
on a vision of Swedish participation in the trade. Instead, the 
untapped wealth of the trade is only hinted at. Broberg’s letter 
is more a mockery of abolitionists and ‘historical narrators’ 
than anything else. It is interesting also because it means he 
must have been exposed to these kinds of discussions before 
leaving Stockholm for the colony. Additionally, this under-
scores the observation made in the Danish case, namely that 
opinions on the matter tended to diverge significantly between 
colony and metropole.73 

Broberg was Rejmer’s hand-picked man, having been as-
signed to company assistant on his recommendation.74 He died 
of illness shortly after he wrote this letter. The company as-
sistant Wernberg, who had taken over from Röhl & Hansen, 
was let go by the company in 1796 after only a year of service. 
Wernberg was dissatisfied with his conditions and pay and 

— 
71 ‘Pecunia non olet’, often assumed to have been coined by Vespasian as a response 
to criticism of Rome’s urine tax. For its use in Danish debates, see C. A. Trier, ‘Det 
dansk-vestindiske Negerindførselforbud af 1792’, Historisk tidskrift 7, nr. 5 (1904): 
414. 
72 Malachy Postlethwayt, The African Trade, the Great Pillar and Support of the 
British Plantation (London: J. Robinson, 1745). 
73 Røge, ‘Why the Danes Got There First’, 588–589. 
74 Minutes of the SWIC, 1 August 1796, Instruction for the company assistant Carl 
Dreyer, 10 October 1796, Handel och sjöfart, vol. 186C, SNA. 
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demanded the same contract that Röhl & Hansen had agreed 
with the company. Other company officials insinuated that 
Wernberg had, in fact, already entered into a partnership with 
Röhl & Hansen. After his employment with the company had 
ended, Wernberg became an independent merchant, one of 
the handful of Swedes known to have traded in enslaved per-
sons.75 His career was cut short, however, by an undisclosed 
illness. He died in Dover in 1799 during a voyage back ‘to 
Europe’.76 As far as we can tell from the historical record, 
neither the brothers Rejmers nor the Swedish West India 
Company attempted another slaving voyage. Röhl & Hansen, 
however, continued to be one of the most active and successful 
Swedish merchant houses in the transatlantic and intra-
Caribbean slave trade, despite their initial bid for recognition 
and protection of their enterprise having been rejected.77 

Between Idealistic and Practical Political Economy 
It should be pointed out that the voyage of the ship Fädernes-
landet marked the end of the Swedish slave trade from the 
Baltic. We know of no other slaving expeditions either from 
Sweden or Gothenburg after that. In Saint-Barthélemy, how-
ever, the slave trade was a strong part of the island’s intra-
Caribbean transit trade even long after the trade itself had been 
outlawed internationally in the 19th century. More in-depth 
work on this participation in the illegal slave trade is war-
ranted. When discussing Swedish mercantile involvement in 
the trade from the metropole, all serious efforts ceased in 1805 
at the latest, the year when the Swedish West India Company 
was dissolved. 

— 
75 Ship manifest for the brig Stockholm, 3 November 1798, 2L, vol. 206, Actes 
notariels, ADG. 
76 ‘Döde i Landsorterne’, Inrikes Tidningar, 5 November 1799. 
77 The testimonials and sources for their activity are many, but an ignominious epi-
taph of Hansen is provided in Axel Theodor Goës, ‘Minnen från vår förra besittning 
S:t Barthélemy’, Ymer (1882): 156–157. 
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By scrutinising earlier historical explanations and compar-
ing them with the accounts given in the sources, some points 
can be made. Abolitionism and its sentiments were a feature of 
Swedish political, moral and cultural discussions at the close of 
the 18th century. This impact cannot be discounted either 
when considering the Swedish West India Company’s (rela-
tive) non-involvement or the case of the Zombie passport 
rejection. But discourses of enlightenment, abolitionism or the 
rights of man in these conversations should not be viewed 
exclusively of other active factors. These include the delicate 
relationships between private merchants, merchant represen-
tatives and privileged, chartered companies. These parties had 
many disagreements over the organisation of Swedish overseas 
trade, which conspired against independent efforts in the slave 
trade. 

Moreover, the Swedish colonial project laboured under 
great difficulty after the death of its highest patron, Gustav III. 
This is more than evidenced by the complaints of company 
directors following the ban on coffee imports in 1794. The 
Reuterholm regime, while never expressing explicit anticolo-
nial arguments, nevertheless cared little about the late king’s 
expensive forays into foreign investments, such as colonies and 
the slave trade. The company’s misfortunes and the small 
colony yielded no value or returns on investment that would 
vindicate a more active engagement in this trade. Even the 
company directors had concluded it to be unsafe. It is likely 
that the limitations inherent in Swedish overseas trade, as well 
as practical difficulties faced by neutrals trading in war, were 
ultimately more significant than abolitionist opinion as an 
explanation of Swedish non-involvement. 

Still, individual efforts by Rejmers and Swedish merchants 
in Saint-Barthélemy showed that there were those willing to 
take great risks in the slave trade. Only those in the colony 
would ultimately succeed. It also shows that the abolitionist 
movement is not the only context that mattered in Swedish 
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discourses on the slave trade. Where opportunity arose, so did 
the need to justify. Arguments had been made for decades, if 
not centuries, for the relative economic merits of the slave 
trade versus its impact on human suffering. Statements such as 
Broberg’s, prove that they had not been shelved on account of 
new popular movements. It is perhaps only because of 
Sweden’s relatively modest involvement in the context of 
European colonialism that the Swedish abolitionist voices 
tended to speak louder than the slave trade’s few and dwin-
dling defenders.  
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