This Month in Clay History: Zephaniah Kingsley - Slave Trader, Planter, Writer, Merchant
By Archives Specialist Vishi Garig, a service of Clerk of Court and Comptroller Tara S. Green

Zephaniah Kingsley was a bit of an enigma. He was raised a Quaker but he chose to be a slave trader. He
considered himself married to one of his own slaves. He was a slaveholder but believed he was performing
a humanitarian service. No one knows what he looked like because there are no surviving portraits of him.
It was said that he was a small man who always rode a big white horse. Most importantly of all, he didn’t
seem to care what other people thought.

“Some people hide things which they think other people won’t like. | never concealed anything,” said
Kingsley.

Born on December 4, 1766, in Bristol, England, Zephaniah was the son of
Zephaniah Kingsley Sr. and Isabella Johnston. Zephaniah Kingsley Sr. was a
wealthy British merchant, a loyalist during the American Revolution and
one of the founders of the University of New Brunswick, Canada's oldest
English language university. Kingsley Sr. was the grandfather of Anna
McNeill Whistler, famously referred to as "Whistler's Mother" in the
painting Arrangement in Grey and Black No.1 by her son (and Kingsley Sr.’s
great-grandson) James McNeill Whistler.

We do know that when Zephaniah Kingsley, Jr. came to Spanish Florida in 1803 he was already a wealthy
man. He had done well in South Carolina, but being part of a Loyalist family in the new nation of America
was not a very comfortable situation. So, he struck out instead for Florida, which was still under Spanish
control. He originally lived in a townhouse in St. Augustine. He brought sixty slaves with him and had farms
in Duval, Clay and Nassau counties.

At the beginning, Laurel Grove
(Orange Park) was Zephaniah's
most important holding. He
moved there in 1803. The
plantation grew Sea Island
cotton, which was in great
demand, and he had a nine-
acre orange grove. There was a
large vegetable garden to feed
the inhabitants of Laurel
Grove. Slaves at Laurel Grove
were taught trades and then
leased out to other plantation
owners.

Laurel Grove Plantation; Watercolor by Elsbeth Geiger

Kinglsey’s wife was unique. Anna
Madgigine Jai (Anta Majigeen Ndiaye) was reportedly born an African princess. She was from the Wolof
Tribe of Senegal, West Africa. The Wolof people bought and sold slaves and raided other tribes for slaves.
Perhaps this is how Anna was sold into slavery. Nonetheless, she was captured in 1806 and sent to Cuba,



where Kingsley bought her. She was about 14 years old when captured. Kingsley called her his wife though
no proof exists that they ever legally married. He was proud of her and eventually manumitted (released
from slavery) Anna and all their children. He also had children with three other women; Flora H Kingsley,
Munlisa McGundo and Sara Murphy. Zephaniah recognized all of his children from these three women as
well. Kingsley lived a very different lifestyle than that of a Quaker or his other contemporaries. He didn’t
seem to care what people thought of his way of life.

One of the biggest events in Zephaniah and Anna’s’ lives was the Patriots Rebellion. During the war of
1812 local rebels, supported by the United States, took up arms against Spain. One of Kinglsey’s neighbors,
John Houston Mclntosh, was particularly active. However, Kingsley had prospered under Spanish rule. He
wasn’t about to throw away all his hard work to support a lost cause. He always had his own mind. One
day, Anna rowed across the St. Johns River from her Mandarin plantation to Laurel Grove. In order to keep
it from the hands of the rebels, she set fire to the main house/trading post and burned it down.

In 1817, Kingsley bought the Fort George Island property from John Houston Mcintosh and moved there
with Anna. In turn, Mclntosh got Laurel Grove.

Kingsley was a prolific writer, though reportedly a bad speller. This wasn’t due to lack of education, but
more evidence of him doing things his own way. He is famous for his 1828 treatise on slavery, The
Patriarchal System of Society. He paradoxically wrote, “Slavery need not be suppressive”. His promoted
the idea that “humanely treated slaves” would be more productive, therefore, enhance profits. He taught
his slaves trade skills which made them even more valuable in his eyes. Slaves could also buy their freedom
from him, a practice he encouraged. He also emancipated slaves for meritorious service. He was not an
abolitionist, he was a self-serving businessman.

When Florida became an American territory in 1822, this spelled the end of tolerance for people like
Kingsley and his unique family. He moved the family to Haiti in 1835. While in Haiti, he wrote extensively
about life there.

While visiting his sister in New York, Zephaniah died in 1843. True to form, he directed he wanted no
ceremony but just “bury me somewhere convenient”. His family promptly ignored the request and buried
him in a Quaker cemetery. Kingsley left his estate to his main wife Anna, all his children, and their mothers.
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Maria Perez Kingsley, great-granddaughter
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Sandra Lebron, great-great granddaughter of Anna Kingsley and her

of Anna Kingsley. son Manuel in Santo Domingo.
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