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Introduction

On 16 May 1841, some seven years before emancipation in the Danish
Virgin Islands of St. Croix, St. Thomas and St. John, the first schoo] for slave
children was officially opened on the St. Croix plantation of La Grande Princess.
It was one of 17 such projected schools — 8 in St. Croix, 5 in St. Thomas and 4
in St. John — built from capital funds provided by the crown, with recurrent
costs for staffing and maintenance borne by local taxation. The occasion was
marked with flourishes of congratulatory oratory from Bishop Coleridge, the
Anglican Bishop of Barbados, and the Roman Catholic Bishop of Trinidad,
Rt. Rev. McDonnel, They both expressed high praise for what they saw as a
remarkably humane achievement.!

The director of the school system, the Moravian missionary Roemer, who
gave the main address, dwelt on the occasion’s symbolic and historical signifi-
cance: on that very estate, in almost the exact spot, the first Moravian
missionary had been buried almost a hundred years before. It was a time when
St. Croix was still largely covered with virgin forest, and the slaves whose labour
would tame that forest were “without morals or religion.” From primal chaos
had been brought agricultural order, a material development which had a
spiritual correspondence, Roemer argued, in the spread of “religion and
enlightenment™ among the slaves, and to which the schools’ erection bore
witness.> Roemer was characteristically too self-effacing a Moravian to elaborate
on the reference to his denomination’s contribution, But he felt no such sense
of restraint in singling out the governor general, Peter von Scholten, as the
person for whom the schools would be an eternal monument.> The remark was
not without justice; for von Scholten, in the face of indifference, hostility and
obstruction, had single-mindedly and virtually single-handedly, pursued a
publicly supported school system for slaves as a primary objective of his
administration,

As in most plantation societies in the West Indies in the era of slavery,
public schooling, indeed one might almost say any schooling, for whites, and
more so for slaves, was of low or no priority. The compelling imperatives of



production and profit left little time for the contemplation of such a nOf}'
material objective. Planters with means who desired an education for their
children would send them to the ancient foundations in Denmark — Sdrd
Akademi or Herlufsholm — if they were Danish; or, if they were Anglopho.rle,
to establishments in Boston, Philadelphia or New York, or to I.'.ngli:sh boarding
schools. Those without means or motivation contented lhemse!ves with the local
offering from itinerant pedagogues: for exumplf.:, W. Ada‘mf, h?rmer'ly of S.oulh
Carolina, taught in St. Croix in 1773 the rudlm‘ents of English g.la}nmal"ar.ui
arithmetic, and, for genteel ladies who were mlereslred, the .llallc‘scnpl;
Claudius von Beverhoudt offered a complementary service.to the l.Sl‘al'l(l s Dutch
inotity i ¥ sar,> and a Mme. Cozani, late of New York,
language minority in the same year,” anc ite:gp Dt £ork,
which she had left on account of “the present trou.bles of the times ic.asta zl 1;3
a boarding school for girls in 1776 which was neither the first, nor indeed the

last, of its type.

It was not before 1788 that a public school I'o?r whites was cs‘tak?l.isyie(l in
Christiansted, St. Croix, with Hans West as Rector. Cumpara?le facilities for
slave children were difficult to rationalize. A pervasive EU]’QC(}I’III‘}SI'I:‘.L deemed the
African ineducable and, worse, questioned his right of memb.ershlp in the hum.an
family.g It was therefore by no means certain that ei.iuczltlon for slaves,' o.r its
institutionalization, was worthy of serious consideration, let alone admissible.
Custom and the law‘even ifnet(i‘ailhl‘ully observed, lia.d always been 'lhat efluca-
tion was forbidden to blacks.”? Indeed, the crown itself left ihe issue in no
doubt when it informed the colonial administration in St. C]‘Oix‘]il(lj 1?68 that a
public school system for slaves would serve “no useful purpose.” " The exter?l
to which received practice and theory in this regard began to be brea?hcd is
attributable to a series of developments which began in‘the 1730’s: the
beginnings of proselytizing activities among slaves by Moravian z.md Lutherarx
missionaries; the effect of German Pietism on the conduct uf'Damsh West India
policy after. the 1750’s; and the humanitarianism of the closing decades of the
eighteenth century.

Early Attempts at Slave Education

The Moravian endeavour which began in St. Thomas in 1732, was distin-
guished by its zeal, self-sacrifice and devotion. If the planters at an early f‘lflte
perceived them as revolutionaries, bent on the total overthrow of the prevaﬂmg
social order, they were wrong only to the degree that they attributed a
conscious revolutionary purpose to the Moravians. But it was clear from the
outset, that the missionaries from Hernhut did not feel themselves bound by

the conventions of slave society; one of their number, Freundlich, took as his

wife a free woman of colour in 1739 in a wedding ceremony conducted by the
missionaries’ leader, Friedrich Martin.!!

The Moravians were nothing if not resourceful. Johann Dober and David
Nitschman, potter and carpenter respectively, the first two missionaries who
arrived at the end of 1732, took the trouble to learn the slaves’ lingua franca,
the Dutch based “creolisk.”12 This simplified the task of instruction from the
pulpit and at class meetings. It also re-inforced the use of creole and laid the
essential preparatory foundations on which a creole grammar was eventually
produced, along with a creole ABC book, translations of the New Testament and
other religious works, a hymnal and a catechism.13 Although these publications,
which appeared between 1770 and 1798, were the work of Lutheran missionaries
and secular sympathizers like Jochum Melchior Magens, the administrator of
St. John, 14 the initial stimulus for their production must be attributed to the
Moravians. From the very start their concern for the slaves’ afterlife created the
possibility for slaves to become literate in this life, in creole if nothing else.

Before 1800 that possibility had been achieved in some measure.!5 It was
due largely to a sustained and informed interest in the slaves which, as Lawaetz
has correctly argued, the Moravians were the first, and for some time the only
ones to show 10— certainly up to the middle of the eighteenth century. That
interest consisted not only in an insistence on the necessity of the slaves learning
to read, but also in raising earlier than anyone else, explicitly and implicitly, the
question of a school system. 17 The organization since 1749 of missionary worle
into “classes” of communicants, baptized members not yet communicants, and
candidates for baptism 18, was in practice nothing more or less than emphasi-
zing for slaves that dimension of education which contemporary pedagogy had
appointed for the poor.  The work of Moravians as teachers among slaves was
so successful before 1800, that Finance Minister, Count Ernest Schimmelmann,
(one of the more enlightened Danes of his time and a concerned if absentee
proprietor in St. Croix) approached them in 1799 to send teachers to his estate,
La Grange, and to his sister’s, La Grande Princess. In the previous year, Thomas
de Maleville, a West Indian creole who was not only governor but also a convert
of the Moravians, took up with them the question of establishing in St. Croix a
school system for slaves.20 Butin that very year de Maleville died; the Moravians
lost an influential adherent, and with him for the time being, the prospect of
bringing his embryonic plan to maturity.



s state Lutheran church began missionary and educational work
ndies a good twenty five years later tl.lan the
Moravians. The creation of the Lutheran Mission to the West indles,. }?m;?d('?t
slaves and free people of colour, was in part the belated oyrcorne of t ::1 l_e ln
movement in its Danish phase. The movement placed cous‘ld'erable erlnp‘ asis o
the welfare of, and religious e_ducution for the underprivileged. Plezllsmr\:'las
institutionally expressed in the [oundaltion of country .sci}ools and c.lna:c
Missionary College. Overseas this led dlrecltly to the beglnmznlgv?fllnntslmowe;
work among the Lapps of Finmark and Indians at. Trankebar. ‘ hi e‘ [ o
Indian islands remained in the hands of the Danish West India Company, thi
evangelical aspect of Pietism was not in evidence there. When,howevef, th{;
islands were acquired by the crown in 1754, the way was clear for a senesfo
rapid initiatives in this direction. In 1755, Frederick V endorsed a pr_oposal for
starting a mission among West Indian slaves, and by 1?56 ten mlssmna}t:.es,
including four theological students, had arrived in lhe‘lslands, among them
Johannes Kingo, who produced the first creole ABC book in 1770.

Denmark’
among the slaves in the West I

The purpose of the mission was set out in the new l‘legler‘nent for slaves
which the king issued in February 1755: the preaching of God’s word‘ among
slaves and a Christian education for them 23 The mission, however, was ill-fated
from the outset. Its goals were over-ambitious, given the personnel, and the
instructions betrayed a singular ignorance of the logistic context of the work
missionaries were being called on to perform. They were expected to preach and
teach adult slaves between 6 p.m. and 5 a.m.; devote an h‘oyr per week to
children of working age, teaching them Danish, reading and religion, and prepar-
ing them for confirmation; and spend a minimum of six hours per weelf on leach
plantation. This latter provision as it applied to St: T]lqmas could involve a;
missionary in a twenty two hour work day that requ.lredf s1xtee1? h‘ours of trave
on foot. But there were also instructions from scientific s?clehes.to collect
botanic specimens and the like. The instructions were pate.nt‘ly impracticable and,
as Lose, the church historian‘i drily remarked, the missionary had a longer
working day than the slave.”

The consequence of overwork and exposure to a new epidemic environ-

ment was a high incidence of mortality among the Lutheran .missionar}es. By
1773, their activity was effectively confined to Charlotte Amalie, Fredenckste:d
and Christiansted; tensions and conflicts with the ordained Lutheran clergy c}:d
not help matters. 2 1t is hardly surprising that governor Walterstorff, reporting
on the mission in 1796, characterised it as a failure, and suggested that the

missionary endeavour be brought under the control of the West India Office, with
a phased withdrawal of the personnel then in the islands.?®

It was this failure of the Danish mission that strengthened the claims of the
Moravians, whom the Danish government itself identified in 1793 as best suited
for the task of educating slaves. Its only reservation was that it would not
support an itinerant system, since plantation owners might construe this as
violation of their rights of property, and slaves might see in their instructors an
alternative source of authority, partisan to their interests. The logical extension
of this position was that the secular and religious instruction of slaves should
take place in established locations. Indeed Miecke, the leader of the Moravians,
said as much in a submission to the colonial administration in St. Croix.?” The
administration itself led by the sympathetic de Maleville reported to the govern-
ment in Copenhagen that a large number of school houses should be erected all
over the istands to facilitate primarily the education of the young. Adult slaves,
they reckoned, could only with difficulty benefit from instruction. At the very
least the West Indian government envisaged one school in each of the nine quat-
ters or districts into which St. Croix was divided, at least two each for the less

populous St. Thomas and St. John, and the immediate erection of two buildings
in Christiansted and Fredericksted.8

de Maleville’s administration wanted the Moravians to work out their own
methods but saw the necessity of obliging masters to allow slave children to go
to school on certain specified days. Adult slaves would continue as in the past
to receive instructions in the evenings and on Sundays, and if any of their number
could be identified as of sufficiently good character, they could with their
masters’ permission assist with discipline in the children’s schools.

So far as the costs of erecting the schools were concerned, the government
proposed that in the long term, the charges could be borne by public funds or
by the Moravians. For the time being, however, the Lutheran Mission Fund
could sustain the costs. There remained the question of the schools’ location
and the acquisition of the land on which to erect an initial two in St. Croix. In
an obvious attempt to avoid planter hostility, it was suggested that a member of
the colonial bureaucracy, Chamberlain Heyliger, could be persuaded to grant
some lands on his Mt. Bijou estate for one location. For the other, the East End,
“where there was some uncultivated land” 29, was proposed. In this regard, the
name of another colonial official, customs officer Miller, whose estate in the



East End was mortgaged to the crown, was also canvassed. > !l shou]d !)c nr‘:oted
that the East End was agriculturally the least significant area in St. (.fmx. If the
slave census returns for 1792 are any guide, the East End’s two districts, A and
B, accounted between them for less than 1800 slaves, even less than the 2500

recorded for the rough terrain of Northside A and B. Even more importantly, .

the number of East End children under age six stood at only 239 jn 1792. For
the Northside districts the comparable figure was 315, Both the I:.as.{ and alnd
the Northside compare instructively with a heavily populute%ldlstrlct ll.ke
Queen’s, where the number of children under six stood at 5.20. lThe D?msh
West India government, therefore, while endorsing the Qrinmple of established
locations, specific times and public funding for an educational system for slaves,
was treading exceedingly warily. The suggested approach to governmcﬂm func-
tionaries for one site and the location of the other in the marginal East End, was
expressive of a fear of giving offence to the planter community by approach.ing
it. The colonial administration appreciated that any scheme in contemplation
required, if not the active cooperation, at least no overt resistance from the
planter community.

The Moravians, however, were beginning to have reservations by 1798/
1799. This was an effect of governor de Maleville’s passing, mentioned eatrlier;
but it was also a realistic appraisal of the task at hand. Regardless of .the
projected increase in the physical facilities for slave ecluca_uon, the Moravians
were not at all sure that they could take on a general educational system such as
was contemplated. In the first place, there was an element of coercion' on l?Olll
planter and slave which could conceivably produce a negative re.actto‘n from
both. The Moravians claimed that they could only consider the religious mstru.c-
tion of slave children, but would not be undertaking secular instruction in
reading and writing. The most they were prepared to do, was to take some
slave children of outstanding ability and teach them to read creole. The
missionaries’ objectives, in short, were somewhat more modest than the 00101}ial
government’s. They found it desirable, for example, to give secular educaixgll
momentum by encouraging slaves to re-read at home what they had heard in
church, and in this way themselves develop literacy in creole.

The proposed location of one of the St. Croix schools on Heyliger’s eStjdte
was a further source of misgiving for the Moravians, for they found its situation
not sufficiently central. They suggested an alternative on the estate of an I.J. de
Windt, but the St. Croix administration was unable to get a reply from the
estate’s managers.34 Heyliger, in the meantime, said he was prepared to make

land available only on the uncultivated northside of his estate, but could neither
sell nor otherwise make available land on the cultivated south side.>>

The truth was that location was not unrelated to projected costs. As the
Moravians observed, the transportation of building materials to locations far
distant from the towns would be a significant cost factor 36, even though this
would have been offset by the likelihood of land being cheaper in such locations.
Certainly, centrally situated sites had much to recommend them in terms of
accessibility and lower initial capital outlay. But these advantages had to com-
pete with another consideration. St. Croix’ central areas were agriculturally its
most desirable and land in them therefore fetched the highest prices. There was
also the expressed fear that if one or more of the schools were constructed in
this densely cultivated area, the possibility of accidental fire would be greatly
increased.3” Slaves were notoriously attached to their pipes.3®

It was such questions of practicality that appear to have dampened
enthusiasm by 1800. The Moravians were not less supportive of the idea, as one
of their number informed Count Schimmelmann in Copenhagen in 1803. But as
an entry in the West Indian Journal for that year cryptically remarked: “Af
mangel altsaa paa et beqvemt Sted til en Laere-Anstalt blev den heele Sag da
udsat.” 3% Even though in 1805 the Moravians were reportedly breaking stones
and assembling maz<:rial,40 presumably waiting on the government to provide a

site, the public school system for slaves had effectively been laid to rest for the
time being,

Secular combined with religious education did continue on the part of the
Danish Lutheran church, supervised by its ordained clergy, and with the assist-
ance of four teachers in St. Croix, with one each in St. Thomas and St. John.
The effort was hardly more than token, however, and was seriously starved of
funds. Indeed, if one can conjecture that the two English occupations of 1802-03
and 1807-15 had the cumulative effect of braking the exertions of the Lutheran
church, one can be more explicit regarding the effect of the slave trade’s
abolition in 1802. von Scholten himself wrote to the West India office in 1832
suggesting that the Lutheran mission service be abandoned altogether, “since its

primar1 object was to Christianize newly arrived Africans and that object was.
past.”

The Moravians for their part continued unobtrusively with their work,
operating from their mission stations: New Hernhut and Niesky in St. Thomas;



Bethany and Emaus in St. John: Fridensthal and .Friedensl‘led in St: Croix. The‘il'
methods were simple and direct: classes of enquirers and commumclants Ife}])(t in
the meeting houses were {lie basic organisational s..lruclure: praycls were e?t
every evening for any slaves wishing to attend..Unltke the Lulhemns,‘lhc zw“e’le
not culture bound and felt no sense of compulsion to tea.ch sl'uves .Dam.sh: \et
literacy was high on their agenda and the success of their efforts in this u:fnm-.ic-
tion was evidenced by the increasing numbﬁr} of slaves who‘ f:?mld read in 1‘1e
first three decades of the pineteenth century.™ It would be .dlfflcllh to quantify
this number since the Brothers were dealing not merely with those slaves who
were under their immediate charge in their six establishments:.there were as well
those who attended the meeting houses on week-day evenings as well as on
Sunday.** Some qualititative impression might be gained, however, from the
recurring references in newspaper ‘for sale’ advertisements, to runaway slaves
who could read.

Effects of Metropolitan Humanitarianism

Yet if sustained interest in the colonies in providing some Et’]llC:lliCll} for
society’s oppressed persisted only among the Moravians, in Denmark itself
developments were taking place which would be of long term cuns.equence for
the colonies. Within Denmark there had been an ongoing c-ﬁ:(u:ern since the’late
1780°s for an educational system appropriate to the country. * The law pmv?ded
for compulsory elementary education, the erection of school buildings,
remuneration of teachers and fines for withholding children from school. But
the performance hardly matched the profession. Teachers were mostly recruited
from among failed artisans, superannuated soldiers and dmp-ou.ts from tl’mfa
gymnasia. At a higher level in the system, in the so-called “Latin .Sr:‘hools ;
education was characterised by poor physical facilities, mindless repetition, and
learning by rote in Latin, Greek, history, geography and astronomy — subjects
the teachers quite often hardly understood.

The situation was ripe for the attention of Denmark’s enlightened social
reformers, whose agenda by the 1780’s included reforms in land tenure and
agriculture, the abolition of serfdom (1792) and the curtailment of the slave
trade (1802). These reformers gave low priority to classical learning and menmo-
rising; they emphasized in their stead useful knowledge, education for citizenship
and mens sana in corpore sano. For reformers like Bernstorff, Ludvig and
Christian Reventlow and Ernst Schimmelmann, reforms as they related to serf-
dom and the rural poor, made little sense unless they were wedded to a thorough-
going educational reform embracing serfs and the peasantry. Largely due to

their efforts, the Great School Commission was brought into being in 1789, and
for the next twenty five years profoundly affected the course of educational
developments, not only in Denmark but in her West India colonies as well. By
the time the Commission had sat for the last time in 1814, the law enforcing
compulsory education and creating state supported schools for the poor, had
been passed.

Frederick VI, first as crown prince and subsequently as king, helped to
initiate these reforms and was active in their promotion. von Scholten’s close
relationship with him, particularly in the period 1808-1814, placed him in
intimate contact with the reformist ideas with which the king was closely
associated. It is difficult to imagine entry into that circle without sharing its
ideals; it is equally difficult to imagine anyone not being profoundly affected by
its central concerns once within it. It is also of some importance to notice the
fact that von Scholten’s career as a colonial official, properly speaking, began
immediately after his long association at close quarters with a reform-minded
king, and close on the heels of the law establishing a publicly funded educa-
tional system for Denmark’s poor in 1814. His appointment in that very year to
his first post, that of Superintendent of Weights in St. Thomas, was the start of
a period of colonial service for the next thirty four years, the last twenty of
which he spent as governor general of the Danish West Indies.

von Scholten personified the important bridge that linked humanitarian
activity in Denmark to its colonial manifestation. The slave in the colonial
context was a factor in a mode of agricultural production different in degree
but not significantly in kind from the Danish manorial system of the eighteenth
century. The oppression and subordination which characterised slavery and serf-
dom were essential to both as closed systems of unequal social relationships. The
social reformers of late eighteenth century Denmark sought to rectify the
imbalances, if not equalise the relationships, by the moral upliftment of and
increased social opportunities for that class which serfs comprised. The slaves in
the colonies, from the reforming humanitarians’ point of view, comprised an
equally imperative category for amelioration. The movement for the abolition of
the slave trade was the first major point of contact between metropolitan reform
and the colonial situation, where the ameliorative intent towards slaves was
consistently articulated.*” von Scholten represented this tradition; his appoint-

ment as governor general in 1828 provided the opportunity to promote ameliora-
tion with vigour.



von Scholten’s Initiatives

As early as 1829 he expressed satisfaction at and encouragement for the
work of the Moravians among blacks, and promii%d one })I‘ the Brothers, J{ul:n
Klingenberg, whatever material support he could. ‘ von Scholtc? came early 3
hold the Moravians in high regard because he perceived that their methods E‘I.l
their successes in evangelizing and teaching among the slaves, made them‘ crutilal
to his future plans. As an earnest of this regard, 3 August 1832 was de.(.lan?r a
public holiday to permit the celebration of 1he.Morawan centenary ]ubllicf:. c#
thousand slaves attended the Friedensfeld mission house; von Schp]ten 1imse
was present with an official party and military escort, and authorised a 19 gun

salute before and after the service.

On von Scholten’s own admission he had committed his energies from. the
very outset of his administration to promote the slaves’ welfar'e and .the ameliora-
tion of their situation. Both, he emphasised in 1834, were mextrlc'flbly. yoked
with the immediate and future fortunes of the colonies. The Emancipation Act
in the British West Indies gave a compelling urgency to von Scholten’s plans, f'or
he recognised that with the termination of apprenticeship, ?11 .other colonial
possessions in which slavery persisted could not escape the. seismic shock-waves
of emancipation. 30 What von Scholten therefore began with in 1828 as a pro-
gramme of ameliorative reforms, came to be conceptualised as an Emgnmpatlon
Plan. In it, education for slaves on a publicly funded basis formed an important

part.

Initial response to the plan was at best unenthusiastic and at worst hpstile.
In many respects the planters’ reaction was characterised by the same kind (,)f
panic stricken hystera evident at the time of the abolition of serfc-iom in
Denmark. Even among the Moravians there were important reservations on
the question of emancipation. A Brother Bonhoff thought s.laves far too
unenlightened to make proper use of their freedom, and s.hared in no way the
governor general’s view that there was a compelling necessity for change in the
threatening circumstances of the time. Bonhoff did concede, however, that there
was a need for a properly organised school system, and supported von Scholten
in a proposal for allowing slaves Saturday free for 5rr2larket, 50 that Sunday could
be devoted to schooling and religious instruction.”“ Moravian support for that
part of von Scholten’s plans relating to slave education was crucial in the face of
generalised hostility among the island’s white communities.

The metropolitan government, or more particularly Frederick VI, whose

10

confidence von Scholten enjoyed, responded by establishing a commission of
senior officials to “enquire into the circumstances of the several Danish West
Indian Islands.” The six man commission headed by Frederick von Lowzow,
director of the Generaltold Kammer or West India Office, was appointed on 15
October 1834 5% and submitted its report in less than a month on 13 November .
It endorsed the establishment of a school system and suggested that its details

should be worked out by a local commission in the islands, set up for the
purpose.>*

The local committee was set up by von Scholten on 23 May 1838, and
consisted of 19 representatives, among whom were 11 planters; the rest were
clergymen and members of the Burgher Council of St. Croix. The committee
decided that eight schools should be erected on appropriate sites, and that
materials and labour which the plantations could not provide would be paid for
from public funds. Failure to provide either of the latter was to be considered
an offence on the same terms as failure to contribute to road maintenance. 56
The committee’s composition was a gesture of good will and trust in the
planters’ direction, an attempt to consolidate whatever support von Scholten
enjoyed in that quarter. The punitive clause would force into line those planters
who continued to withhold material support. It does appear, however, that
important gains had been made among the planter community between 1834
and 1838. von Scholten was able to report early in 1839 that the “school
project had little by little won public attention and support.” 37 This view is
bome out by Dahlerup in an article published in the newspaper Berlingske
Tidende on 15 September 1841. The more aware planters, it would appear,
appreciated the full significance of British West Indian emancipation for the
Danish islands. In particular they came to understand that the most efficacious
means of preventing a violent upheaval when the inevitable emancipation came,
was to prepare the slave to make good use of his freedom by education and
“moral upliftment.” This conviction had led some planters to build small schools
on their plantations, imitating the example of those who at an earlier time had
done so out of motivations of “philanthropy and religious sentiment.”>%

If this latter motivation had masked a consideration of self-interest insofar
as such schooling facilitated greater social control in conditions of slavery, it now
apparently gave way to another form of self-interest, although of a more
enlightened kind, relating to the future. von Scholten for his part was evidently
committed after 1834 to the inevitability of emancipation. But he envisaged a
measured progress and an orderly dénoument in which his school plans were an

11



important input. “Concern for the lower classes including the unfree,” he
remarked to the Burgher Council of St. Croix in 1839, "was a matter of simple
wisdom.”>? The Burgher Council was entirely in agreement; education for the
lower classes (free coloureds included), their moral upliftment and character-
betterment would be amply repaid by greater public peace and security.

Considerations of public order had been a major stumbling block to the
introduction of any system of instruction, as indeed they had been during the
heyday of the St. Dominigue and later the Cuban slave regimess.61 The Danish
Virgin Island plantocracy looked with as much displeasure at non-conformist,
especially Methodist, missionary activity 62 45 that with which they regarded an
independent black Haiti, a land they deemed “‘without resources, industry,
religion and morality” after forty years of independence.63 It is significant in
this context that von Scholten, if nothing a tolerant man, reacted very negatively
to the presence of ‘“‘the host of American Methodists who came to winter in
St. Croix for their health”, and were steadily gaining in influence among slaves
and the women of St. Croix. von Scholten had been in the West Indies long
enough to be aware of the disruptive effect which Methodists were deemed to
have on the even tenor of slave plantation societies, and had no difficulty declar-
ing them prohibited immigrants.64 Similar proscriptions existed under von

Scholten against Quakers and Baptists.65

Once enough planters were convinced that the proposed school system
was unlikely to be prejudicial to public order, the major obstacle to its accept-
ance by any but the most determined defender of the status quo, was assured of
removal. The Country School Ordinance of 1839 formally established the
system although construction of the first school actually began in 1838.66
The Ordinance authorised the erection of 8 schools in St. Croix, 5 in St. Thomas
and 4 in St. John, the capital costs of which would be met from the colonial
treasury in those instances where they were not met by gifts and voluntary
contributions. The recurrent annual expenditure, estimated at 10,000 Rds.,
would be met from a capitation tax on s_laves.67 To placate planter opposition,
the arrangements called for children over nine to be taught on Saturday morn-
ings; children below that age would have three hours of instruction daily in the
mornings, Saturdays apart. Instruction was to be in English, for, as the Danish
West India government argued in 1838, Danish was a minority language and
creole, the slaves’ lingua franca, was inappropriate as a medium of instruction.
Moreover, the slaves’ English was sufficiently passable to permit the use of that
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language in schools and churches.®® There was the additional adv.antage in using
English: it would help to win the support of the adult slaves io]: the system.
Official instruction in English, the language of the majority o.l the planter
community, was an earnest of the recognition of the slaves.’ l?uma:mty". The adult
slave population was sufficiently perceptive to grasp this implication, an‘d to
distinguish between a state supported generalised system and the'e‘arlier pm'rate
individual efforts, which some slaves had tended to view with suspicious c.?aunon.
By contrast they greeted the new dispensation with considerable enthusiasm.

von Scholten had in the meantime insisted that the Moravians were
crucial to his purpose, and having obtained the crown’s permission to seek eight
missionaries to get the project underway, personally undertook a voyage to the
Moravian headquarters at Herrnhut. 70 The allowing of exclusive rights to the
Moravians in education was by no means an unreasonable concession, given
both the size of their following“, and their past record; in any event it would
not have been possible to denominationalize the system, given the existing
financial constraints.”> The Moravians for their part regarded this as an oppor-
tunity for additional missionary endeavour. Bishop Breutel reported to his
principals from St. Croix in 1841 that their mission was fulfilling a long and
deeply felt need and that the schools would facilitate greater 7r_;:atdmg o.f the
Bible and a sharpened moral sense among the coming generation. ** Indicative of
the Moravian response to the new challenge was the fact that one of their
number was sent to England to learn English.”

The decision not to denominationalize the educational system for slaves
brought some difficulties in its train, although not immediately. Confessional
conceits and liturgical subtleties could only with difficulty or not at all be
reconciled in this omnibus arrangement, where secular instruction, for the most
part, was rooted not merely'in the basics of common morality but also in the
teriets of religion as well. The Danish Lutheran pastor in Christiansted, Pastor
Bagger, was charged with the task of producing a generally acceptable manual,
inoffensive to the parents and priests of those slave children with Christian
backgrounds. Bagger took his commission seriously and produced a Schoolbook
For The Religious Instruction of the Unfree in the Danish West India Islands.
Over sixty one folio pages and seven chapters in question and answer forr;ls,
Bagger’s work was neither quite conventional catechism nor secular manual.

It was nevertheless sufficiently neutral to serve as a text with which to begin,
and it was early yet in 1839/1840 for the enthusiasm to curdle.

In metropolitan Denmark an important manifestation of that enthusiasm
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was represented by the crown princess Caroline Amalie. The princess was a
woman of deep religious feeling and remarkable piety 76, profoundly affected, it
would appear, by the movement for educational reform and spiritual regenera-
tion set in train by Denmark’s great reformer of the nineteenth century, N.E.S.
Grundvig.77 She congratulated von Scholten warmly on the introduction of the
school system, particularly on the religious component of the instruction, and

asked7to be kept informed from time to time on the progress of the experi-
ment.

Metropolitan and Local Opposition

The princess’ enthusiasm was hardly a national phenomenon, however.
Denmark’s liberals, distrustful of the court, of absolute monarchy and von
Scholten as its colonial expression, damned the experiment with faint praise.
Their objections were not to the schools in principle, but to von Scholten’s
leadershi%). His very presence, they claimed, was an obstacle to progress in the
colonies. " They went so far as to suggest that the schools were hardly more
than a symbol of von Scholten’s capacity for vaingloriousness. The schools were
sited along the main road, the Centerline, from Christiansted to Fredericksted.
It was impossible not to see them, the liberals contended; nor, further, had any
consideration been given to the question of the distance of the schools from the
plantations and to the children’s walking two miles to get to them. So far as they
could discern, the determining criterion in their location had been optimal visual
effect®0 Although von Scholten had a justifiable reputation for love of magni-
ficence and show, the liberals’ ad hominem criticism was, in the circumstances,
quite unworthy.

They were on firmer ground in calling into question the use of the Mora-
vian missionary instructors. They made the crudely chauvinist but eminently
understandable point that the Moravians were being favoured at the expense of
Danish Lutheran missionaries.®! It was of little significance that the Lutheran
mission had been a declared failure since the beginning of the nineteenth
century. The liberals were embittered at the declining importance of the Danish
language and Danish culture in the West Indian islands, and in large measure
blamed it on von Scholten. Even if English were conceded as the medium of
instruction, liberal spokesmen and their mouthpiece, Faedrelandet, were quick
to point out that those Moravian missionaries who came to the West Indies were
unlettered. Their appointment, it was said, would conduce to the continued use
of creole among the slaves and defeat one of the stated objectives of the school
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system. Learning creole from the slaves, the liberals argued, missionaries seldom
learnt English themselves, and rarely came into contact with the “educated

classes.” 8

Moravian missionary pedagogy in the West Indies, Faedrelandet stridently
declared, could be called neither guidance, upbringing nor educational system;
it consisted in the main of prayer meetings, the singing of lugubrious hymns and
the external appearance of devoutness on the part of children and adults alike.
None of this sustained the spirit of freedom in human nature, but rather
suppressed it. “We vote,” concluded Faedrelandet, “for enlightened clerical

educa’cion.”84

There is some doubt that these extreme strictures on the Moravians were
justifiable in themselves, and not merely strokes of a tar brush wielded princi-
pally for von Scholten, their patron. The testimony of other contemporary
observers certainly does not bear out this view. Victor Schoelcher, for example,
visiting the Danish islands in 1840, gives a more balanced picture. He too is
critical of the Moravians: of their use of slaves rather than affranchis in their
establishments; the considerable differential between the housing of missionary
master and Moravian slave; the use of slave artisans in their workshops for
profit. But he nevertheless conceded that among an otherwise useless clergy of
the denominations represented, the Moravians were the ones who gave moral
instruction by example and deserved credit for providing the manpower for the
school system.85

Nevertheless, there was considerable merit in the concrete counter propo-
sals which the liberal opponents of von Scholten advocated. Basically the
proposition was to indigenise the teacher corps by the use of free people of
colour. von Scholten had spent a great deal of energy fighting for and obtaining
civil equality for free coloureds between 1830 and 1834. Thereafter he had been
equally energetic in promoting their social acceptance. Both he and many
contemporary observers had emphasised the extent of the parities in education,
economic status and social accomplishments between free coloureds and the
contemporary European middle class.3¢ That being the case, it does seem some-
what unusual that von Scholten did not embrace the opportunity provided by
the slave school experiment, to reinforce the importance of a class whose legal
and social emancipation he had presided over. Faedrelandet commented in 1841
that von Scholten’s zeal for slave education was all too sudden87, and there
would appear to be some justice in this criticism in the sense that one aspect of
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his plans had not been thought through in all its fulness.

Certainly, encouragement for the use of free coloureds as teachers was not
lacking. As early as 1829, on the occasion of a public celebration in St. Croix,
marking the wedding of Prince Frederick Carl Christian to Princess Wilhelmina,
there had been a proposal that a fund be started to educate “two young natives,
one white and one of colour, to become teachers of the schools of these
islands.” von Scholten is reported to have warmly approved,88 and that is as
far as the proposal appears to have got. Faedrelandet would not allow von
Scholten conveniently to forget. It pointed out that while von Scholten merely
talked about schools, the British West Indies provided many examples of the
identification and training of local free coloured teachers, with excellent results.
Further it made the eminently reasonable point that if one wanted to improve
the situation of blacks and coloureds vis-a-vis whites and bring them into contact
with the latter, then logic required that one look among them for teachers to
train. If, moreover, English was to be the medium of instruction, the choice of
free black and free coloured teachers would reinforce its more widespread use
among the slaves, thereby replacing creole as the lingua franca. 89 Whatever the
reason, their German provenance or their lowliness in the contemporary class
scale, the Moravians® lack of competence in English was a decided disadvantage
given the promotion of competence in English as one of the stated objectives of
the school system.

The liberal metropolitan misgivings about the school system have to be
understood not only as suspicion of von Scholten, but also as distrust of his
mentor Frederick VI. Much of this attitude was conditioned by the newspaper’s
support of the planter interest. van Dockum, who was von Scholten’s adjutant at
the beginning of the 1840’s, observed in his memoirs:

... when, following Frederick VI’s death, liberal voices in Denmark rose in
concert against everything his regime had stood for, planters found a ready
support in the Danish press which saw von Scholten only as a servant of
absolutism.

The liberal press, according to van Dockum, not only articulated the planters’
point of view, but also identified von Scholten as the major obstacle to progress
in the colonies. In van Dockum’s view, it was the planter community which
obstructed every attempt at progressive change. Indeed the liberal press had
gone to such lengths to incite opinion against von Scholten that street riots took
place in front of his house in Copenhagen.
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van Dockum was likely to be partisan, being not merely von Scholten’s
adjutant and secretary, but his personal emissary to Copenhagen in 1841 to
canvass support for his slave reforms. 1 Nevertheless, there is ample evidence to
support his charge of the hostility of the press and Faedrelandet in particular, in
which a series of eight lengthy articles appeared in 1841 under the title “The
West Indies from a Planter Perspective.”” There is also considerable justice in his
stricture on the planters, a significant number of whom put up a determined
resistance to the school experiment between 1840 and 1846.

The planters found little difficulty in living with the education of slave
children below the age of eight or nine. The education of older slaves, however,
raised some knotty issues. In the age group nine to twelve, in St. Croix alone,
there were some 930 children whose labour planters calculated they would lose,
for whatever period of schooling was prescribed. In St. Thomas there were some
122 and in St. John 94.92 Although these figures for 1841 represented no more
than 4.6% of the 24,738 slaves numbered in the October 1841 ccnsu593, they
had a qualitative significance far outweighing their quantitative import. For von
Scholten, the anticipated difficulties would be happily resolved if slaves were
allowed a free day other than Sunday. The crown, broadly supportive of von
Scholten’s ameliorative intent, was guarded in its support of the free day
proposal. It took a compromise position in an Ordinance of 1 May 1841, calling
on planters to grant their slaves one free week day during the “dead season” from
1 July to 1 December and a weekly payment of 2 Danish crowns to all slaves
over eight years old during crop time. %4 von Scholten, however, exercised his
discretion to propose to the planters a free day weekly for the entire year. lna
circular letter to the planter community on 29 July 1841, he argued that in this
way the planters would be saved the additional cash outgoings, and slaves would
achieve an opportunity to use the arrangements being made for their children.
No slave child of eight years and over, in the counterdispensation proposed by
von Scholten, would be allowed to go to school during the working week, now
deemed by him to mean Monday to Friday.95

The proposal had a mixed reception. In St. Croix, of the 170 sugar
plantations and cattle pens listed in 184096, the owners or agents of some 83,
describing themselves as a “‘considerable majority”9 , accepted the greater part
of the circular’s contents, adding, however, that although children aged four to
eight would be permitted to attend school on days other than the free day, this
would be “without prejudice to their early training in field work.”?® Further,
regarding the education of older children and adult slaves, they stated their
position with unambiguous clarity: they would not consent to the appropriation
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of any part of the working week to the instruction of adults or those above age
eight. Although they were giving conditional support, they were as apprehensive
as those planters who withheld their support:

But as it has been apprehended by many who have dissented from the
proposal. . . that the present is only the first of a series of suggestions for
the gradual extinction of slavery in these islands without cost to the
Government, but to the inevitable ruin of the Planter, we do hereon, most
respectfully but decidedly state our fixed determination to make no
further concession either of time or by pecuniary donations. . . as we are

confident that we have gone to the full extent to which we can possibly go

and continue properly to conduct our properties.99

Opponents of von Scholten among the plantocracy also saw in the school
system, and the free day which would help to make it viable, simply a means of
hastening emancipation, their ultimate ruin. Nor did some of the dissenting
planters see any virtue in attempting to educate slaves in a secular or religious
mode: the slave was ineducable; “work [was] exacted of the Black, in strict
conformity with the doom of the Almighty,” and there was “no proof that his
race is peculiarly fitted for any much more noble or useful career.” 1% From
St. Thomas, the public prosecutor Sarauw, an implacable enemy of von
Scholten’s, made a detailed submission to the king on 31 December 1840, cast-
ing doubt on the authenticity of von Scholten’s “considerable majority”, hinting
at coercive methods used to obtain planters’ signatures and instancing in particu-
lar the use of threats by the Church of England curate on members of his

congregation opposed to von Scholten. Indeed, Sarauw argued, what was
remarkable was that many persons had signed, not because they thought the
weekly free day right or good, but to avoid a greater evil, viz: free time during
the normal work week for adults and adolescents to go to school. Sarauw sub-
mitted that the entire planter community was particularly fearful of adult
slaves being sent to school, and suggested that this was the reason why even
those who had consented to a free Saturday weekly laid down the express

conditli(())zn that no slave over eight years should be sent to school during the work
week.

Sarauw and like minded persons, however, did not monopolise the field.
Some planters felt that there was no reason to despair of change for the better
in the slaves’ morality if they were allowed the benefit of instructions. They
took especial objection to the racial pessimism of von Scholten’s opponents and
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TABLE 2

Estimated School Age Population Among Slaves in the Danish Virgin Islands 1841

— N
) S = 0
= = -
o
3 %

= ~ oy

z|o & 0 o 5

—

= S

) @)

=

4 Q

&l %

e o 0
=
o
-
< o ~ o~
kS b = Q
= a
Q
=

Nl e © v < N

<Oﬁ — — N

@)

jas

F

| =

= Q )

7 = b «© a
4=
S

o

— — —

=l Na} 5] =

o < - Q

H —

=

[=] =)
x| § & 2 = =

[ O v

Sl% S < -

a4

Q

=

S ] — [} —
f, o (o N
< " o %)
&)

5 o
>3 2o »E g
2] o —_ O
= I~ A Vo o [

Q o @
MO T wn 5028 «
O,_QEO = g
o 3 o0 o O &8 7
2 wn < ©nnwnn U
=r ~

20

SOURCE: R/A Indiske Forestillinger og Resolutioner 53b, 1845-1846

Appraximativo Oversigt over de ufrie Born paa plantageme paa St. Croix,

St. Thomas og St. Jan, som efter Folketaellingen af 1ste October 1841 Kunne

ansees Skolepligtige.

the notion of the slaves’ ineducability. Such a position they claimed was
“infected with. . . Colorphobia”, since its proponents had no proof that the slave
was not peculiarly fitted for a nobler career than unremitting labour. A reasoned
counter-argument by one of von Scholten’s partisans advocated with remarkable

vigour that slaves’ entitlement to membership of the human family was no less
than the white man’s:

we in fact have proof abundant that he is fitted with every sense and
facility, which have raised the white man to the elevated stand, which he
now holds in the scale of creation; that the same thirst after knowledge,
the same inventive genius is his, and that in no Case, we assert, has it been
observed, that placed in parallel circumstances of advantage for Education
the Black Man has ever failed to keep pace with the white Man; but on the
contrary we can say, that well known instances have occurred, in which he

has surpassed Aim, who had been early taught to look on himself as
superior to the Negro Race. 103

It is difficult to assess, in any meaningful quantitative way, the weight
of opinion on both sides of the question in 1840; nor is there any evidence of
weight to refute Sarauw’s allegations of irregular methods to gain support for the
weekly free day proposal. Nevertheless, it is clear that von Scholten had deter-
mined that the school system, (and the weekly free day which would facilitate
its expansion to older slaves) was an object of the first importance: partly in its
acculturative aspect as a method of promoting social control and public order;
partly also in its ameliorative aspect, as a mechanism of social engineeting, an
expression of optimism for the future of the islands’ blacks. While few planters
would have quarelled with the first, the second objective was a source of
hysterical misgiving. It smacked suspiciously of “democracy”, which Sarauw
pointedly reminded the king, was a phenomenon unknown in Denmark; worse,
it conjured up visions of Haiti.|% The grudging response and outright opposi-
tion were to be explained only in terms of a mortal fear of social levelling. The

point was not lost on the king’s advisers in the Generaltold Kammer who
subsequently remarked:

der er Anledning til at antage, at flere Plantere betragte enhver til
Ungdommens Opdragelse sigtende Foranstaltning med Mistaenklighed,
fordi de fuldtvel indsaa, at naar et velordnet Underviisningsvaesen er

etableret og har baaret Frugter, er en af de vigtigste Hindringer for de
sociale Forholds friere Udvkling i Colonierne bortryddet.l
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Christian VIII for his part, once he became king in 1'839., was anxious to
proceed with caution, working towards a gradual en.1an01pat.10n by free. birth,
with compensation paid to the owners of the mothers in question. Educatl‘on, he
felt, would help to prepare the slaves for their freedom.lBut ?lt the same tn'ne he
was at pains to point out that, with this and othe.r arr.lehoratlve measures, it was
just as much a point of concern “to make emancipation unnecessary for as long
as possible, for when the unfree are treated in a lawful and considerate fnar,l’xllgg,
the necessity for such a costly step would cease to be so compelling.

Problems of Time-tabling

This was a very conservative approach to the question of emancipation.
Yet Christian VIII, like his wife, supported the experiment in slave education; in
his case, if for no other reason than to buy time and postpone the day of
reckoning. Accordingly, therefore, the king issued a Royal Rescript on 1.8
February 1843 which, by transferring market day from Sunday to Saturday, in
effect made the latter the slaves’ free day. The Rescript also instructed the
governor general to draw up a regulatory ordinance for the school system in
colloboration with the colonies’ law officers, the Lutheran priest and some
planters.l()7

The Rescript now made it possible with royal approval for all slave children
over the age of nine to receive instruction on the free day. To regularize this von
Scholten announced on 16 August 1843 that whilst school for the four to eight
year olds would continue as before, from Monday to Friday, the nine to eleven
year olds would attend on Saturdays from 8-11 a.m., and the eleven to fourteen
year olds on Sundays from 3-6 p.m. The announcement, it appears, took place
without consultation or calculation of its likely consequences. Six months later,
on 9 February 1844, the Moravian school inspectors, Gardin and Hauser, repor-
ted to von Scholten that the attendance on Saturday mornings and Sunday after-
noons was less than satisfactory, never reaching as much as one half and as a rule
much less than one third. Estate overseers were claiming that they could not
force children to go to school on Saturday and Sunday, particularly when their
parents kept them at home doing chores.

In response von Scholten summoned a meeting on 17 August to which
were invited the clergy of all the denominations and a few planters. At the meet-
ing the Moravians proposed, inter alia, that the older children aged nine to thir-
teen should be instructed on Sundays and divided into two groups, 8-10 a.m.
and 3-5 p.m. because of their numbers. Saturday school in their view should be
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abandoned in favour of a scheduling which would sanctify school by associating
it with Sunday. Further, to facilitate better management of the numbers, the
Moravians proposed that some children in the age group nine to eleven years be
used as monitorial assistants. They also felt that overseers should be held respon-
sible for attendance and fined for every absent child, and uncooperative parents
made to lose a part of their free day. The majority accepted these proposals,
but left the last point for the authorities to decide. Nevertheless, the Roman
Catholic and Church of England priests, supported by some planters, were
opposed to children of their particular faiths going to school on Sunday at times
when they ought to be in church. In their view, school for older children on
Saturday would avoid this conflict.

The meeting was too divided on this point to be conclusive and called for
further discussion which von Scholten scheduled for 7 December 1844. In the
circular of 15 November inviting participants, however, von Scholten had his
own proposals to offer which virtually pre-empted any further discussion: he
saw no merit in extending education beyond age twelve, nor did he see any
point to the Moravian suggestion for a double shift on Sunday; a single 9 a.m.-
12 noon shift was more than adequate. The circular’s tone was unmistakably
authoritarian. The governor general was willing to entertain considered proposals
but only to the degree that he deemed them thus, would he change what he had
proposed. It would appear that having successfully canvassed Saturday as the
free day, von Scholten was not now prepared to lose any of it, even for the
school system, and was not above the use of threatening language to enforce his
will. Those invited to the meeting were told very bluntly that if the clergy and
planters persisted in opposing school on Sunday, as the governor general pro-
posed, he would have no scruples in submitting to higher authority that children

of the various denominations should go to school on a weekday other than
Saturday.

The imperious language and the threat went down very badly with the
planters. At the December meeting von Scholten’s opening remarks were that he
was surprised to hear of the exception taken to his remarks in the circular and
that he wished to be apprised of the views of those present. But the meeting had
hardly begun when it broke up with the tabling of a written protest by several
planters against the content of the circular, except in so far as it confirmed what
had been decided in August. The protesting planters declined to give their

reasons for this step, since they intended to make direct representations to the
crown.108
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The protest for all practical purposes was the voice of the Irish planto-
cracy, suspicious at the best of times of von Scholten, and supported now in an
issue of confessional significance by the Roman Catholic priesthood. Their
spokesmen, Frs. Butler and O’Ryan, submitted that it was not so much a ques-
tion of what the children learnt in schools run by Moravians, but of whether
Sunday should be used for such instruction. Roman Catholic children, they
urged, were generally confirmed earlier and took their first communion younger
than others. This assumed an opportunity to be acquainted with the rites of the
church and the meaning of its ceremonies. O’Ryan and Butler, therefore, while
supporting a secularly oriented education up to age eight, wanted the clergy of
the different denominations to be responsible for the slave children’s education
after that age.lo9

Government counsellor Kuntzen, who with Pastor Bagger and four planters
had been given responsibility for drawing up a regulatory ordinance for the
schools in 1843, reported to the Danish Chancellery that under the proclamation
of 1773 tolerating Catholicism, all Catholic children, slaves included, were
entitled to be brought up in that faith. It was a matter of particular concern to
Kuntzen’s committee to prevent violation of that right. At the same time,
however, he was emphatic that no publicly created and supported system could
be confined to the age group four to eight. That represented no advance on what
existed prior to 1839, the inadequacy of which had been commonly acknow-
ledged and was now the subject of attempts at correction. Kuntzen was also
convinced that acquiescence in Butler and O’Ryan’s request would evoke a
similar petition from the Church of England. If granted it would make nonsense
of the notion of a public system, and in any event was undesirable as the children
of different denominations lived with one another on the different plantations.
Kuntzen questioned too whether the Catholics had either the physical facilities
or finances enough to operate their own school system.110 The task would have
been formidable, for the Catholics accounted for some 29% of all slave children
between age five and twelve in all three islands and more, certainly, than 50% of
that age cohort in St. Croix.!11

The question of school on Saturday or Sunday for older children raised
some issues which admitted of no easy solutions. It seemed unreasonable to ask
children who did plantation work from Monday to Friday, to forego the
opportunities for rest and recreation on the free day, if they were obliged to go
to school. The free day moreover was likely to be a day on which parents
required their children to run errands and do household chores. Any plan, to be
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successful, required the cooperation of the children’s parents. On the other hand,
a Sunday schedule was open to the objection that Sunday would get treated like
any other day and lose its sanctity. Further, the Moravians raised a practical
difficulty. Although they were only the third largest denomination in aggregate
membership, they had a numerous congregation of their own to administer.
(The census of 1835 indicates that that congregation was almost exclusively
slave based, and appreciably larger than the Catholic following among the
slaves.nz) In no circumstances then, were they prepared to hold school on any
day except Sunday; if Saturday was decided on as the day for older children’s
schooling, they pointed out that they would end up without a free day them-
selves; having spent Monday to Friday instructing young children.113

Having weighed all the issues, Kuntzen came down in favour of a compro-
mise solution which, while not obviating all the difficulties envisaged by the
Catholics and others, was the least likely to offend. The compromise consisted of
scheduling school for older children on Sundays from 2-5 p.m., a time which did
not conflict with any of the times of church services by the different denomina-
tions. There was one practical difficulty with this compromise: the distance
between the schools and places of worship would in many cases be so great, that
attendance at both church and school on the same day was out of the question.
Since his committee was willing to compromise, Kuntzen could only hope that
the Catholics would show a similar inclination and give their children religious
instruction at times which did not coincide with school hours.114

von Scholten was prepared to support this compromise, as it still left the
free day inviolate; but the other government counsellor and senior member of
the administration, Frederick Oxholm, had serious reservations even though he
was not a member of the committee. If Oxholm was not part of the Irish
“party”, he was certainly no enthusiastic supporter of von Scholten’s. Since
1841 his feelings towards the governor general had been characterised by
asperity, even rage, and ridicule for everything having to do with amelioration
and emancipation.115 Indeed in 1844-45 he was a leading member of the anti-
von Scholten faction in the islands’ official circles, as was Sarauw1!® Oxholm
could therefore have been expected to play devil’s advocate and the Catholic
reservations gave him his opportunity. No Catholic himself, Oxholm claimed
it was readily understandable that the Catholic clergy and congregations were
anxious for the future of their religion in the islands, what with the Moravians’
continuing influence over Catholic children.
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Heartened by the support of their friend at court, the dissenting planters
finally produced their threatened protest in August 1845. Although all the
names are not identifiably Irish, there was a preponderance of O’Ferralls,
O’Reillys, McEvoys and Kellys among the signatories. In any case, the petitioners,
representing 18 estates or just over 10% of the total in St. Croix, claimed to
speak for some 2000 Catholic slaves or 10% of the slave population. According
to the petitioners, Catholics were “strongly against” their slave children being
taught on Sunday outside their own churches, since this would militate against
the work of the clergy. Further, they anticipated difficulties with overseers and
other white estate help who were Catholics, and too from their slaves: . . . if
our negroes are forced to obedience, this would arouse feelings of ill-will towards
us, a desire for resistance which could be dangerous for our welfare and
property.” 118 The real grouse of the petitioners, however, was their exclusion
from the committee to draw up a regulatory ordinance. They apparently
expected representation as the largest single denomination, with a slave congrega-
tion almost as large as the Moravians, but not the largest as they claimed, except
in St. Croix and St. Thomas taken separately.119 It is not inconceivable that
von Scholten had insisted on their exclusion, regarding them as potential
obstructionists. In the petitioners’ estimation the plans for educating older slave
children could bear no fruit so long as Catholics in the colonies felt unjustly
treated and discriminated against. The Danish Chancellery was therefore reques-
ted to withhold their approval from any school ordinance which would affect
colonists’ religious beliefs, without first ordering the establishment of a fresh
committee.*?

For the remainder of 1845 and the entirety of 1846, the question of
secularly oriented education for older children on Saturday or Sunday was hotly
agitated. A member of the Danish Chancellery, A.S. (rsted, one of Denmark’s
leading jurists and bzother of the famous physicist H.C. {rsted, submitted a
written opinion in which he criticised von Scholten for altering his original posi-
tion of August 1843. Qrsted placed no weight on the circumstance that slave
children’s parents needed their services to such an extent on Saturday that this
ruled out the possibility of school on that day. Accordingly he saw no justifica-
tion for von Scholten’s insistence on Sunday, and no excuse for his intemperate
language in advocating that day. The real difficulty which (rsted perceived was
that school for older children on any other day but Sunday created difficulties
for the reason that there was an insufficiency of teachers. With an adequate
number of the latter, a double shift on Saturday would have met the confessional
objections and yet remained within the guidelines of the Rescript, although
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doing nothing to meet von Scholten’s wish to keep the free day intact. For the’
time being and as a temporary expedient, Qrsted favoured Sundays.121

By November 1845, the Chancellery had in their possession a draft of the
school ordinance worked out for St. Croix by Kuntzen’s committee. The draft
obviously influenced by Kuntzen and von Scholten, and responsive to the
arguments of the Moravians, favoured Sunday. The Chancellery was more than a
little uneasy, however, that the draft omitted a provision which the earlier
discussions prior to the 1843 Rescript, had seemed to make conclusively neces-
sary: namely, that the free day was to be used particulatly for older children’s
schooling. The Chancellery was not impressed by any of the reasons advanced
for deviating from the Rescript on this point, and saw justice in local opposition
to the change. Further, acting on direct instructions from the king, the Chancel-
lery had looked at the question Kuntzen had raised of the distance between
village schools and churches. It was of the opinion that even with school
scheduled at 2-5 p.m., children could not go to both on the same day, and the
Catholics’ attendance would in all probability be poor, since in the event of a

con{lzigt, they were virtually certain to give religious instruction priority over
lay.

Mynster, Bishop of Sjaelland and Denmark’s.de facto metropolitan, whose
opinion the Chancellery canvassed, held views broadly similar to theirs on the
suitability of Saturday as opposed to Sunday. He did not think that the objec-
tion of the Moravians ought to be decisive, for their difficulty would in part be
obviated by confining instruction on Sunday to twelve and thirteen year olds.
The objecting denominations would then have their opportunity to offer their
children religious instruction on Sunday. Mynster leaned sympathetically

towards the Catholics on this point, since he had an interest in protecting the
interests of his own church. Not to allow Catholics a proper opportunity to offer
instruction to adherents of their own faith, was in the Bishop’s view a violation
of the freedom of religion granted in the Danish Virgin Islands in 1754. Once
that point had been conceded, Mynster could then proceed to argue, as indeed
he did, that Lutheran children would be at a disadvantage if, after their twelfth
year, they were taught together with Catholic or Anglican children. Even though
the instruction was largely lay, the very title of Bagger’s manual suggested that a
significant portion of what children were being taught included some basic
tenets of religion. That was unexceptionable and acceptable so long as children
had not reached the age at which their particular denominations prepared them
for confirmation. Once the twelfth year had been reached, teaching children of
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different denominations simultaneously was a prescription for leaving out every-
thing which was doctrinally contentious. This would limit instruction to what
the denominations held in common. Mynster found this inadequate and

unsatisfactory.123

Having heard these and a variety of other views, the Chancellery was able
to come to a considered decision which it reported to the West India Office. It
was only politic and just, they concluded, to abide by von Scholten’s original
position of August 1843, which had called for Saturday schooling for hine to
eleven year olds. The only modifications which they now suggested were that
week-day schooling should cover the age range five to nine, instead of age four
to eight, and that lay instruction for those over eleven should take place on
Sunday from 2-5 p.m. instead of from 3-6 p.m. What this proposal had to
recommend it was that secular instruction for children above age nine would not
be subject to overcrowding, and children in the age group eleven to thirteen
would be available to their parents for Saturday chores. The solution the
Chancellery proposed was one way of consulting the interests of all parties,
and basically observed what was already in practice. This last point was of
especial importance to planters in general and the Irish planters in particular.
The Chancellery also ‘reiterated its fear that lay school on Sunday afternoon
would be neglected by the Catholics. But this merely reinforced the contention
that school exclusively on Sunday was undesirable. The particular interests of
slave parents would also be met, in that what was now proposed permitted them
the services of the nine to thirteen year olds on the free day. The Chancellery
anticipated that the withdrawal of those services could occasion serious difficul-
ties when the school system was extended to St. Thomas and St. J ohn,124 for in
the latter island the slaves’ preponderance was proportionately greater than it
was in St. Croix.!?3

In all the proposals since 1843 there had been no uniformity of view
regarding the age at which the school system should end. von Scholten had
begun by suggesting fourteen: the Moravian school inspectors had suggested
thirteen; Bishop Mynster similarly; Kuntzen had proposed twelve; von Scholten
had come around to supporting him and so too had the committee that drew up
the ordinance for St. Croix. The West India Office thought that however power-
ful the voices supporting ages thirteen and fourteen, there was a compelling
argument for age twelve based on the earlier maturation of children in the
tropics. The physical development of the West Indian child at age twelve, they
argued, was the equivalent of the European child’s at age fourteen. The seven
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years of elementary education in Denmark, therefore, from age seven to age four-
teen, the age of confirmation, could be matched in the West Indies by a compar-
able period from age five to twelve.'2® The figures for the St. Croix school age
population in 1841 had shown that in the nine to twelve age cohort there were
some 930 children, or an average of 116 pupils in each of the eight schools. 127
In the five years since then, given the significant yearly decline in the overall
numbers of the slave population, 128 the West India Office was convinced that
the average number per school had declined to about 100 at the highest. Ilness
or other legitimate grounds for absence could reduce the daily attendance still
further,'?° the calculation being that this would reduce the problem of over-
crowding and render the numbers manageable.

The Generaltold Kammer or West India Office’s main concern was to
eliminate obstacles, and school on Sunday posed too many irresolvable problems.
School on Saturday was the only way it could see to avoid the difficulties which
would otherwise arise. It dismissed as vain any hope that conflicts between
attendance at church and school could be avoided in scheduling school for
Sunday. The priests, who comprised one of the principal parties affected, were
correctly estimated to be potentially more cooperative if they had Sunday at
their entire disposition. Further, if the schools were to be on Saturday, the
planters’ interests, representing an additional constituency of importance, would
be consulted. Thus, although school on Saturday morning would obviously
affect slaves” opportunities for hiring out or attendance at market, the Kammer
decided to fix a morning session from 8.30-11.30. Afternoon school would meet
with resistance from planters who wanted grass gathered for their livestock. 13°

This was a concession to the planters more significant than it might appear.
The subject of grass gathering as a major irritant in planter-slave relations and a
source of discontent on the estates, had a long history. It was for this reason that
von Scholten’s Labour Ordinance of May 1838 paid particular attention to the
regulation of hours during which livestock fodder was to be collected. 13! When
too the school ordinance committee submitted its report and draft, there was a
proposal, backed by von Scholten, that children over age twelve should be
exempted from grass gathering if they voluntarily opted to go to school on
Sunday afternoon. In supporting the exemption, von Scholten argued reasonably
enough that without it the children involved would pilfer the grass on other
people’s property on the way to school, or that overseers would schedule
collection of fodder at too late an hour. The Kammer was not persuaded and
denied the exemption, for it concluded that no problem would arise with a
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' . 132
school session scheduled for Saturday morning from 8.30 to 11.30.

Having considered the committee’s draft an.d. Faken advice fror.n the
Chancellery, the Generaltold Kammer prepared a defmltl.ve regu@atory or§1nance
which the crown found acceptable. The Royal Resolution whlch‘gave. it force
expressed disappointment at the behaviour of the Roman Cathczhc priests and
the planters whom they had supported. If some of von‘ Sc‘holleﬂ S ren}arks had
been unhappily chosen, those remarks in the crown’s view bore nctither the
meaning the planters attributed to them,nor justified their behaviour. The
Resolution also authorised a proclamation to be sent to von Scholter.l. I.t.was to
emphasise that in establishing lay school on Saturday morning ar.nd 11.m1t1ng t}11§
age to twelve, it was expected that all the clergy of alllthe denomma‘Flons wou
cooperate by using the period immediately after their Sunday services for the
religious instruction of slave children in their congregations. Fl'lrther, the pro-
clamation was to call on all the colonists to recognize the necess1.ty of cooperat-
ing with the clergy in facilitating the religious education of children over age
twelve.

The 1846 Ordinance

The ordinance known as the Reglement for Landskolerne paa de danske
vestindiske Oer was the detailed instrument for institutionalizing a publicly
supported school system for slaves in Denmark’s three West lpdian'islands. :ts
forty six clauses were divided into eight sections, the first of wl.uch reiterated the
Generaltold Kammer's final position on the age limit, prescribed the da.ys and
times at which school would be held, the times of admission, and the pengds of
vacation.'** It established a school board consisting of the Lut’heran priest as
secretary and chairman with a casting vote; the chief of police; a member
nominated by the Burgher Council but approved by the governor general, and a
fourth member appointed at the governor general’s discretion.

The regulations recognised the critical importance of si‘ave paren.ts and
estate management, more particularly overseers, 0 the success of the cxpelnmenl.‘
Priests were to impress upon older slaves and slave parents {he.advanta.ges of
schooling, and if they proved refractory, they were to l?e pun.lshed’sultably.l
Overseers were charged with the responsibility of ensuring chlld‘re.ns regulal
attendance; keeping an up to date list of school-age childre:n.; providing a‘trust-
worthy adult to accompany children to school; and expla{n1ng absence, 1l;ne;s
and late-coming. Derelection in the execution of these duties on the part of the
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overseers could lead to investigation by the police and heavy fines, especially if it
was established that children were being made to work during school hours. 13

The Generaltold Kammer dwelt heavily upon this point of attendance in
the Ordinance, for it had earlier observed that the record of attendance had been
less than satisfactory. It attributed this to a lack of interest on the part of many
planters, of whom the signatories to the memorial of August 1845 were parti-
cularly representative. None of them, the Kammer submitted, had the least
interest in ensuring that slave children on their estates derived any advantage
from the schools. Only total lack of interest on the planters® part, it concluded,

could explain absences to such a degree that from many plantations not a single
child attended school in 1844.137

As could be expected, the missionaries from Herrnhut were retained in
their teaching posts and were charged with keeping up-to-date lists of attendance
and a school journal, for noting absences, inter alia. They were immediately
responsible to the Moravian authorities locally, by whom they were hired and
could be fired for neglect of duty and bad conduct. The school inspector was
similarly Moravian, immediately responsible to the School Board and ultimately
to the governor general. His primary function was the monitoring of the school
system, and in Hauser, the first inspector, the system a{?ears to have been
well served by a conscientious and committed person. ? The Ordinance
required the Inspector to pay unscheduled visits, inspect the Journal for the
incidence of absence, keep an inventory of the physical facilities and make an
annual report to the Board. Above all he was charged with the preparation of
written instructions for teachers, to which they were scrupulously to adhere so
as not to offend religious sensibilities. Such methods of instruction as the
teachers used were also to be prepared by the Inspector.140

The syllabus as laid down in the Ordinance was not overly ambitious:
reading, the basics of arithmetic, memorizing and singing hymns, and studying
Bagger’s catechism. A public examination once per year in June was to test the
accomplishments of school leavers or those about to enter Saturday school, and
the results along with a character testimonial, recorded on a certificate. Out-

standi‘r‘llg pupils were eligible for a cash prize on the Inspector’s recommenda-
|
tion.

In scope, the school system which this Ordinance regularised, was not
dissimilar to schools for the rural poor established in Denmark in 1814. The
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latter had been called into being hard on the heels of the abolition of serfdom,
their creation motivated by the same kind of humanitarian idealism, the same
desire to create a useful citizenry from a formerly oppressed class. As we have
argued earlier, von Scholten was not only deeply influenced by this metropolitan
tradition but was also one of the major conduits through which it reached the
colonies. His stated purpose was the achievement of the slaves” eventual emanci-
pation in which their education, publicly supported, would play an important
preparatory part. But whilst one recognises humanitarian purpose, there was also
utilitarian intent: a concern born of what von Scholten had described as “simple
wisdom”; an insurance policy purchased by more enlightened planters against
the possibility of violent upheaval. A concern for social control was therefore
an important component in the experiment with the slave school system. Good
citizenry, or an “orderly dénoument” to slavery, involved an acceptance by the
unfree community of the implicit premises of the superordinate free community.
Indeed the particular importance of religious education in this regard was
expressly articulated as early as 1796.142

The paradox was that among the more conservative elements of the
plantocracy, from whom one would have expected greatest support for
heightened social control, there was the greatest resistance. The paradox is
explainable by reference to the fact that they were more interested in the long
term than in the short term considerations: in protecting their ascribed status
against potential social levelling which education could eventually bring, than in
forestalling the more immediate potential threat of violent upheaval. The ulti-
mate paradox was that those who opted for social control were rudely
awakened, and in only two short years after 1846.

Conclusion

In the final analysis, this writer would argue, the school system contributed
significantly to the achievement of what it was supposed to help prevent: the
slaves’ seizure of their freedom by their own revolutionary initiative. To the
same degree and for the same reason that some planters were suspicious of
education, slaves responded positively to it. Above all the availability of educa-
tion heightened their perceptions of their own worth as a race and raised their
expectations for freedom. Those expectations were legitimised in the royal
proclamation of 28 July 1847 which conferred freedom on all slaves born after
that date, and set a date for emancipation in twelve years.143 von Scholten had
been uncompromisingly opposed to a law of free birth, anticipating that “it
would create discontent and have the most regrettable consequences while adult
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slaves remained in servitude.”1%* His calculations could not have been more
correct.

The Free Birth Proclamation of 1847 gave an urgency, born of impatience,
to the expectations for freedom raiséd by the school system. The adult slave
population would not postpone their inheritance of a freedom to which they felt
their children were no more legitimate heirs than themselves. The uprising of 3
July 1848 by which the slaves forced the issue of their emancipation has been
associated in conventional historiography with the law of Free Birth as its
important proximate cause. 14> While this is the case, the chain of causation has
some other significant backward linkages. The introduction of the school system

has serious claims to be considered in the re-appraisal of explanations for
3 July 1848.
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