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There are three folios in the Clarkson Papers manuscript, housed at the British Library, that 

bear out the inseparable nature of history and fiction. Before this British Library manuscript became 
the focus of my research, my travel between archives started at the National Maritime Museum in 
Greenwich. On a return river boat journey from there, I photographed a scene that evokes the final 
lines of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899): an ‘immense darkness’2 that Charles Marlow sees 
on the water. Marlow’s words allude to the subject at the heart of my Clarkson Papers project: the 
abolition of slavery. This historical period of abolishment also pervades the private journal of Dr 
Charles Taylor – kept from 1791-1792 during his work as a surgeon in the Colony of Sierra Leone – 
which constitutes one of the folios in the Clarkson Papers. This archive note will discuss Taylor’s 
journal alongside two other pieces from the same manuscript: a ‘History of Sierra Leone’, written in 
1813 by Thomas Clarkson, and a letter from Thomas’s wife Catherine. The subject of her letter is a 
painting of the Anti-Slavery Convention (1840), an event chaired by her husband Clarkson. The 
artwork, by Benjamin Robert Haydon, which depicts the event, is currently displayed at the National 
Portrait Gallery in London. 

One of the most pleasurable aspects of my archive experience was gaining an enriched 
understanding of the Anti-Slavery Convention, for which Taylor’s and Clarkson’s writings constitute a 
tangible backstory. Haydon’s artwork is displayed on the second and final floor in the last 
passageway of the Portrait Gallery, in Room 20. This location is symbolic of the beginning of change 
and echoes the end of slavery, since the room is named “The Road to Reform’”, which evokes an 
initial stage in the journey towards greater freedom. Yet, the painting – right at the end of the 
gallery – is also symbolic of Clarkson’s work and achievements. His name acts as a marker of the end 
of slavery. As this archive note will argue, only a selection of historical realities are retained in the 
archive; many never get written, or indeed discovered. Multiple histories exist in reality, 
metaphorically behind the painting and literally, inside the manuscript. 

Granted further research space I would analyse other letters from the manuscript. For 
example, most interesting is the correspondence from Mary and William Wordsworth, 
acquaintances of the Clarksons (fols. 10, 148). These letters tell of the Wordsworths’ concern over 
the death of Clarkson’s son. Further research would allow for a discussion of their letters in relation 
to a sonnet written by William Wordsworth, “To Thomas Clarkson: On the final passing of the Bill for 
the Abolition of the Slave Trade, March, 1807”, published in 1820. Additionally, in the reverse of 
Taylor’s journal is a register of “negro colonists” and corresponding medical records, which capture 
life during this period of history. However, in the space permitted I focus purely on the intersection 
between history and fiction in Clarkson’s and Taylor’s manuscripts.  
 

                                                             
1 Jackie Mustoe read English Literature at the University of Exeter and completed an MA in Comparative 
Literature at University College London.  Her MA thesis looks at representations of recovery from 
decolonisation in Ghanaian and South African Literature. She now works in the publishing industry in London. 
Jackie can be contacted at: jackiemustoe1@gmail.com.  
2 J. Conrad, Heart of Darkness (London: Penguin, 1994), p. 111. 
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Fictional and Historical Travel: Journeys to the Congo and Sierra Leone 
The importance of the interrelation between fiction and history is recognised by Antoinette Burton, 
who writes of the ‘important epistemological break...in the divide between literature and history’.3 

There is an intimate interplay between history and fiction in the archive, as demonstrated recently 
by Owen Sheers’ The Dust Diaries (2004). This text documents the life of the author’s great- great-
uncle Arthur, who worked as a missionary in Southern Rhodesia. The text uses history and fiction to 
narrate Arthur’s life, drawing the two together to remind us that, ‘all archives are, in the end, 
fundamentally unreliable’.4 Sheers’ fiction does not portend fact but self-consciously pieces together 
parts of historical knowledge. The author forewarns, ‘this story is written as fiction...It is, however, 
based on the facts, stories, myths and tales I gathered while looking for Arthur’.5 If one accepts that 
the archive does not always deliver concrete truths, but its own stories and chronicles instead, it 
might be appreciated as an alternative narrative device that provides a complementary source of 
historical insight. 

The three folios from the Clarkson Papers I discuss exemplify this break between literature 
and history. As Natalie Zemon remarks of historical writing: ‘detail and order are needed to present 
an account that seems to both writer and reader true, real, meaningful, and/or explanatory’.6 
Taylor’s journal, with its narrative quality and captivating depictions, is an example of the way the 
archive, as history, can retain overtly fictional elements. Although Taylor’s writing is classified as a 
journal, intended to record medical notes on the colony, it actually documents his day-to-day life 
and serves more as an intimate diary. At the same time, he offers an apparently truthful account of 
Sierra Leone during great socio-political upheaval.  

As I transcribed approximately twenty-five pages of archive material – the writing of both 
Taylor and Clarkson – I contemplated not only language and syntax but also the act of historical 
writing, bound up in these authors’ texts. Their writing recalls the ‘fundamental liminality of the 
archive: its porousness, its permeability, and the messiness of all the history that is made by it and 
from it’.7 Taylor’s interpretation of the period contrasts with Clarkson’s public ‘History’. There are 
discrepancies between Taylor’s and Clarkson’s archive material that reveal each of their stories to be 
biased. The harmony of the colonial settlement Taylor describes is rendered false by Clarkson’s 
‘History’ of the same area, in which he tells of the horrific mistreatment of settlers. These folios both 
intersect with fiction and thus blur the boundary between literature and the historical archive. 
Together, Taylor’s journal and Clarkson’s letter highlight ‘history as a telling of the past, [as] a form 
of language’.8 Their writings, when read independently of one another, do not tell a story about 
their wider historical context. But the act of storytelling that exists within archives – the disclosures 
offered by a comparison of Taylor’s and Clarkson’s writings – enlightens our understanding of the 
events that led up to the Anti-Slavery Convention of 1840. Such nuances illustrate the complexity of 
the archive – as a source it does not always offer truth, but manifests within itself illusions and 
fabrications. 

                                                             
3 A. Burton, Dwelling in the Archive: Woman Writing House, Home, and History in Late Colonial India (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 2003), p. 25. 
4 Burton, Dwelling in the Archive, p. 20. 
5 O. Sheers, Dust Diaries (London: Faber and Faber, 2004), p. 3.. 
6 N.Z. Davis, Fiction in the Archives: Pardon Tales and Their Tellers in Sixteenth-century France (California: 
Stanford UP, 1987), p. 3. 
7 Burton, Dwelling in the Archive, p. 26. 
8 C. Steedman, Dust (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2003), p. 143. 
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On one level, Taylor’s journal appears to document fact: as, for instance, in his records of 
travel into the jungle. Whilst he writes about his own movements, he also references an extensive 
imperial travel route: the transatlantic crossing. This journey in itself was overlaid on top of well-
established local itineraries: ‘When Europeans arrived on this coast, they did not suddenly propel 
untouched and isolated African localities into the wide, cosmopolitan world: a translocal sphere of 
commercial relations was already in place, and it intersected with a trans-Saharan trade that linked 
three different continents’.9 Taylor’s description of his own domestic travel in Sierra Leone is little in 
comparison to his thorough and consistent record of the arrival of European boats. Taylor references 
these vessels with ease, which suggests their presence on the African coast had become normalised. 
He records, for example, in note-form: ‘The Catherine Brig from England with provisions, suspected 
to be lost. A French Ship from Bordeaux, bound to Angola for slaves put into this river for water’.10  

Taylor’s list-like tone might convey his indifference to these ships. The omnipresence of boats 
exaggerates the presence of the Company, at the centre of which was Thomas Clarkson. 

A comparison of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and Taylor’s journal reveals similarities that 
serve as reminders of the ‘discursive interplay of fiction and history’.11 Conrad perpetually subverts 
binary opposites – most importantly here the one between fiction and non-fiction (he also plays with 
black/white, light/dark, and silent/speaking, amongst others). Taylor too, challenges a male/female 
dichotomy in his non-fictional account of Sierra Leone. Taylor describes a woman whose masculine 
aura perplexes him. He meets her and ‘upon enquiry was told that she was a queen, and tho’ her 
husband had been some time dead, she still retain’d considerable authority over the natives, and 
enjoy’d particular privileges’.12 Later on, Taylor experiences first-hand the authority of women in the 
region where he is staying. On 13 March 1791, when Taylor explores the jungle, he struggles to cross 
a series of rivulets. In his difficulty he is ‘conveyed over [the water] on the back of one of these 
women’.13 Reading his ascription of manly traits, one is reminded of the way Conrad depicts the 
effeminate account of the European Company, who is apparently playful and ladylike; he resides in 
the wilderness where, ‘in the great demoralization of the land [,] he kept up his appearance’.14 

Perfectly preened, the accountant resembles a ‘hairdresser’s dummy’,15 with a complexion of 
‘faintest blush’.16 This reversal of stereotype occurs, then, in both the archive and in fiction. 

This interplay of fiction and history is typical of the way, throughout history, Africa has 
been augmented by fictional fantasies – ‘Europe’s mythologizing of Africa in general and of the 
Congo in particular means that fact and fiction overlap’.17 Crossovers do not solely occur only within 
history; fiction and reality play out in Conrad’s novella itself. Of course, historical and fictional 
interplay occurs within fiction, as Heart of Darkness draws upon Conrad’s own travels in Africa. 

                                                             
9 R. Shaw, Memories of the Slave Trade: Ritual and the Historical Imagination in Sierra Leone (London: U of 
Chicago P, 2002), p. 27. 
10 MS Clarkson Papers IV, Taylor, p. 5. 
11 K. Easton, ‘Coetzee, the Cape and the Question of History’, Scrutiny2: Issues in English Studies in Southern 
Africa, 11.1 (2006), pp. 5-21, at p.5. 
12 MS Clarkson Papers IV, Taylor, p. 2. 
13 Ibid., p. 4. 
14 Ibid., p. 25. 
15 Ibid., p. 25. 
16 Ibid., p. 25. 
17 T. Youngs, ‘Africa/The Congo: The Politics of Darkness’, in P. Hulme and T. Youngs (eds.), The Cambridge 
Companion to Travel Writing (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2002), pp. 156-173, at p. 157. 
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Conrad’s now-archived work – the documentation of his journey on board a Belgian steamer to the 
Congo in 1890 – heavily influenced his fiction in Heart of Darkness. There is a transaction between 
Conrad’s experience of reality (his travel), the historical record (his journal) and fiction (his novella). 
His fiction offers commentary on a reality which he was determined to disclose. He succeeds in 
doing so via his narrator, as Edward W. Said recognises: ‘By accentuating the discrepancy between 
the official “idea” of empire and the remarkably disorienting actuality of Africa, Marlow unsettles 
the reader’s sense not only of the very idea of empire but of something more basic, reality itself’.18 

Conrad’s disclosure of myth proves uncanny; he shows how the archive and records of the past 
serve to unseat powerful historical discourse. 

In a continuation of this, together Taylor and Conrad demonstrate how fiction and archival 
content can be used to comment upon reality. Taylor’s approach to foreign travel is typical of the 
European dominance that comes under scrutiny both in the Clarkson Papers and in Conrad’s text. 
Taylor’s and Conrad’s writings call into question the dominant colonial force. Side by side, they 
document how the Other and the European can become transposed. They show the effect of this to 
be a transition in how the dynamic of Other/European is perceived: from “native as Other” to an 
affinity with that Other and later, a realisation of the horror of white man’s behavior towards the 
Other. For example, Taylor initially distances himself from the colony in Sierra Leone but later 
expresses his similarity to the masculine female Other, as demonstrated earlier in his encounter on 
the river with a woman. In Heart of Darkness, Marlow is alienated from the feminine accountant he 
comes across in the wild and himself comes to occupy the position of Other. As a result, these 
archival texts bring the actions of the dominant force under scrutiny. The archive and fiction form a 
representational narrative of the West’s attitude towards the Other. 

These texts are also similar in their depictions of landscape, despite differing in form and 
geographical location – Taylor in Sierra Leone and Marlow in the Congo. Marlow speaks of a 
‘towering multitude of trees …matted jungle’.19 In colonial discourse, the European explorer would 
typically survey foreign scenery with the gaze of their ‘imperial I/eye’.20 Taylor subverts this concept 
as he does not comply with the colonial appetite for power – he fails to traverse the land and so 
conveys a weakening in European authority. During Taylor’s lifetime, his small-scale history might 
have been read as a counter-colonial discourse, as he does not fully adhere to imperialist 
stereotypes. Taylor produces a factual account which does not place the European individual at the 
fore. His description of the African jungle as an impenetrable bush invalidates the apparent ease 
with which colonial travelers explored the continent, although it could also be interpreted as 
emblematic of the colonial notion of the indecipherability of Africa – its inscrutability compared to 
‘civilised’ Europe. For the most part though, Taylor’s writing overturns long-held assumptions of 
authority. This illustrates how we may use ‘archives not as sites of knowledge retrieval but 
knowledge production’.21 Taylor’s writing does not act as dominant European travel discourse, but is 
a fresh and honest approach to the travel of its time. 

                                                             
18 E. Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Vintage, 1994), p. 33. 
19 Conrad, Heart of Darkness, p. 102. 
20 M. L. Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2003), p. 150. 
21 A.L. Stoler, ‘Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance: On the Content in the Form’, in C. Hamilton et al 
(eds.), Refiguring the Archive (Cape Town: David Philip, 2002), pp. 83-102, at p. 85. 
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Taylor portrays himself as a vulnerable European. On one occasion, suffering from insect 
bites and the heat, he finds himself lost in the jungle near his camp. He attempts to re-orientate 
himself by climbing a tree to seek out a path. He says, 

 
A second time I ascended a tree, but could observe nothing but 
trees on every side. Exhausted with fatigue; bathed with 
perspiration, covered with blood, and swarming with ants whose 
bites gave me the most excruciating pain, I determined to proceed 
no further, but to continue in the tree till morning.22 

 
His difficulties counteract any attempt he might make to exert spectatorial power over the 
landscape. Despite being elevated above his opposition – the undergrowth – he remains defeated. 
These calamities conflict with the typical omnipotence of the European venturer. But again, one 
could argue that Taylor is here validating himself as an intrepid explorer who faces up to difficult 
conditions. Thus, ‘We can begin...to understand discourse and reality not as opposing domains but a 
vast, interdependent archive.’23 On the whole, the folios throw up challenges to colonial discourse 
and thus enrich our current perceptions of historical periods. 

The relation of Taylor’s journal to its neighbouring parts in the manuscript further 
enlightens our view of history. Disclosures occur within the Clarkson Papers, as the reality of the 
Colony depicted by Taylor is inconsistent with Clarkson’s 1813 ‘A History of Sierra Leone’. Clarkson 
describes the establishment of a settler colony for freed slaves in 1791. The people who arrived 
there from Nova Scotia were black refugee Loyalists who had initially travelled to London following 
the War of American Independence. After they arrived in England, there was a proposal ‘to settle 
them, as free people, in West Africa. Sierra Leone... was chosen as the site for what Sharp called 
“The Province of Freedom,” a self-governing settlement of free people’.24 Clarkson depicts the 
mistreatment of settlers, who, upon arrival, were refused the land they had been promised. The 
West African coastal site, then, was a mixing pot of European settlers, newly-freed people, and 
domestic native slaves brought to the coast from Sierra Leone’s interior. This coastal site, a 
supposed new home for settlers, is analogous to what Meg Samuelson terms a ‘“cultural milieu”... a 
fluid space of currents, connections and encounters’.25 The location was marked by intersections of 
both transatlantic and domestic travel, embodying ideas of dislocation and land entitlement. These 
themes of belonging and returning-home journeys are mapped out in the archival texts and the 
travel routes that thread through them.  

The injustices which lie at the heart of Clarkson’s work do not appear to instil Taylor with 
the same fervent concern. Clarkson states that, had the settlers been given their land, they ‘would 
have looked up to [it] with pleasure as their own, and whether they had worked upon them or not, 
they must have been satisfied; whereas the non-allotment of land was a constant source of 
dissatisfaction, because it was a Breach of Promise’.26 Taylor does not often express opinion on the 

                                                             
22 MS Clarkson Papers IV, Taylor, p. 9. 
23 Burton, Dwelling in the Archive, p. 5. 
24 A.M. Falconbridge, Narrative of Two Voyages to the River Sierra Leone During the Years 1791, 1792, 1793 
(Liverpool: Liverpool UP, 2000), p. 2. 
25 M. Samuelson, ‘Re-imagining South Africa via a Passage to India: M.K. Jeffreys’s Archive of the Indian Ocean 
World’, Social Dynamics, 33.2 (2007), pp. 61-85, at p. 76. 
26 MS Clarkson Papers VII, Thomas Clarkson, p. 16. 
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well-being of natives or settlers. Yet Clarkson tells us that the settlers ‘had frequently the prospect of 
famine before them’.27 Taylor’s indifference is a micro example of the attitude exercised over these 
people by those who colonized the area initially. Whilst individual archives may contain their own 
isolated realities, multiple archival sources allow for a more comparatively accurate account of 
reality. 

It has been suggested that one should look ‘to archives as epistemological experiments 
rather than as factual sources, to colonial archives as cross-sections of contested knowledge’.28 This 
holds true within the archive, as well as for its relation to history and fiction, as folios often 
invalidate one another. It may be that ‘there is a double-nothingness in the writing of history and in 
the analysis of it: it is about something that never did happen in the way it came to be represented 
(the happening exists in the telling or the text); and it is made out of materials that aren’t there, in 
an archive or anywhere else’.29 The archive acts either to compliment or unseat history, as well as to 
discredit parts of itself. 

We have seen, then, how the archive acts as a prologue for the grander narratives dictated 
by history. Taylor’s account of the colony, alongside Catherine’s letter, which celebrates the success 
of the Anti-Slavery Convention, documents a significant passage in time – from the struggles of freed 
slaves in Sierra Leone to the success of the convention. This leads us to comprehend the long-term 
motivation sustained by Clarkson during this era. He writes in hope of disclosing the truth about the 
mistreatment of settlers and of vocalizing their dissatisfaction. Clarkson’s writing bears out an idea 
similar to David Spurr’s suggestion that ‘[i]n the description and interpretation of the non-Western 
world, it is not only the non-Western point of view that must be entertained; it is rather an alternate 
symbolic universe that must be imagined or whose existence must at least be recognised’.30 Clarkson 
not only recognises the settlers’ requirements, but expresses unease at their ill-treatment. He argues 
for a necessary evaluation of what was done against these people: ‘It remains only, that we examine 
what has been said against them since this period’31. And this remains his sole task throughout. The 
time that elapses between his report and his wife’s letter celebrating the convention prove his 
strong-will and determination.  

However, the archive retains a preliminary nature that often causes it to be cast aside 
rather than employed as a useful source. Burton, in Dwelling in the Archive, hopes for the 
recognition of that which remains subordinate in the archive. Burton states that memory must be 
recognised ‘as a constitutive, rather than just a supplemental, archive of the past’.32 Clarkson, too, 
fights against subordination, although of an altogether different kind – that suffered by the settlers 
who sit at the heart of his text. The ex-slave occupies a subaltern position that is reflected in the 
secondary nature of the archive – ‘If history is one of the central myths of Western 
modernity...memory [the archive], remains its regressive, subordinate Other’.33 Clarkson invokes the 
idea that the settler’s good manners travelled with them from one continent to another. He assumes 

                                                             
27 MS Clarkson Papers VII, Clarkson, p. 17. 
28 Stoler, ‘Colonial Archives’, p. 83. 
29 Steedman, Dust, p. 154. 
30 D. Spurr, Rhetoric of Empire: Colonial Discourse in Journalism, Travel Writing and Imperial Administration 
(NC: Duke UP, 1993), p. 12. 
31 MS Clarkson Papers VII, Clarkson, p. 16. 
32 Burton, Dwelling in the Archive, p. 26 
33 Ibid., p. 22 
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that, because the settlers were described in Nova Scotia as ‘sober, honest, industrious and 
trustworthy’34, it stands that they will be so in Sierra Leone, too. He suggests: 

 
In the present we have shown that the captains of the Vessels, 
which brought them over from thence, thanked the Governor for 
the regular and orderly conduct during the passage, and that 
Governor himself, when they were landed, presented them with the 
surplus provisions of the voyage as a reward for their good 
behaviour, and therefore that whatever general good character they 
had when they left Halifax they had brought it with them to Africa.35 

 
The concept of a travelled character creates a sense of ‘belonging in two places at once’,36 

and indeed the settlers were initially shipped, as slaves, from Africa to Europe and then taken to 
Sierra Leone. Their trip was a ‘journey without maps’,37 as they were taken captive and later set 
‘free’; their predetermined geographical fate warranted no need for maps. This mode of existence 
rejects the idea that, ‘To travel implies...the knowledge of an itinerary. It also intimates an eventual 
return, a potential homecoming’.38 The return of the settlers might be thought of as a counter-
return, with no sense of the celebration that would typically accompany a journey “home”. Clarkson 
hopes to attach a gravitas to the journey of the settlers – an attempt to set them on a path towards 
a sense of permanent belonging. Subordination proves problematic in both the archive and in 
reality. 

The third folio in the collection is a letter from Catherine Clarkson that embodies the 
positivity of the Anti-Slavery Convention. Catherine says of the event, and of the painting that 
captures it, ‘the scene was sublime and the painter had done justice to it’.39 She expresses joy: ‘The 
picture is the most wonderful thing I ever saw and far surpassed anything that I could ever have 
imagined. I regret that I did not go to see it earlier for although we staid upwards of two hours, I 
would have wished to return to it again and again’.40 Her enthusiasm forms an appropriate end to 
the archive story told by the three folios – it marks the end of a journey, from the injustices suffered 
by settlers to the successful abolition of slavery.  

History self-consciously tells its own stories, but archives contain narratives of their own 
and retain the power to enunciate the details that history might hope to bury. ‘Stories – in whatever 
narrative form – embed as many secrets and distortions as archives themselves; their telling encodes 
selective disclosures, half-truths, and partial pasts no more or less that do histories “proper”’.41 

Archives hold the capacity both to empower and to invalidate history. The manuscript complements 
history, as it generates detailed and texturized versions of reality. The allure of the archive exists as 

                                                             
34 MS Clarkson Papers VII, Clarkson, p. 16. 
35 Ibid., p. 16. 
36 D.A. Yon, ‘Race-Making/Race-Mixing: St Helens and the South Atlantic World’, Social Dynamics, 33.2 (2007), 
pp. 144-163 (p. 158). 
37 G. Greene, Journey Without Maps (London: Random House, 2010). 
38 I. Chambers, Migrancy, Culture, Identity (Oxon: Routledge, 1994), p. 5. 
39 MS Clarkson Papers VII, Catherine Clarkson, fol. 252. 
40 Ibid., fol. 252. 
41 A. Burton, ‘Introduction: Archive Fever, Archive Stories’ in A. Burton (ed.), Archive Stories: Facts, Fictions, 
and the Writing of History (North Carolina: Duke UP, 2005), pp. 1-24, at p. 20. 
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its ability to render parts of history transparent. If history is a ‘certain construction put upon 
reality’,42 then the archive is a dark underbelly that lurks beneath fabrication and threatens to 
challenge long-held beliefs. There exists a ‘certain kind of archival logic – one that is tied to the kind 
of “sequential” view of history that many archive makers and users are interested in challenging, if 
not refuting’.43 Archives repudiate the notion that history may be perceived as a linear occurrence 
and that it might be contained in separate epochs; they can be used to reveal how history verges off 
into uncertainties and spaces beyond our perception. The archive goes some way to aiding our 
journey into such undiscovered truths. 
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Fig. 1 Benjamin Robert Haydon’s The Anti-Slavery Society Convention, 1840. © National Portrait 
Gallery, London (reproduced with permission) 

 
 


