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Trevor Burnard FAHA 

1960 – 2024 
 

Trevor Burnard (15 October 1960-19 July 

2024) was a highly distinguished and 

internationally acclaimed scholar of the 

history of slavery, plantation history in the 

Caribbean, colonial North America and 

Africa, the history of the Atlantic World, 

imperial history and the history of 

Revolutionary America. A prodigious and 

productive researcher, Trevor pioneered 

scholarship on power and economics of 

slave plantations and in his work drew 

particular attention to the tyranny of slave 

owners, the complexity of slave culture and 

to the vital importance of identifying the voices of slaves themselves. Trevor occupied 

the world stage of historical scholarship and debate with brilliance, passion, vibrancy 

and an energy that was infectious. He never missed an opportunity to foster 

collaborations, identify shared interests between colleagues and play the role of 

interlocuter. Erudite, with an encyclopaedic memory, gregarious, and unstintingly 

generous, Trevor was a major figure in the historical profession who energised any 

event with lively discussion, a capacity to draw people together, and relished historical 

debate and the sociability and convivial collegiality it brought. 

Trevor Burnard FAHA was the director of the 
Wilberforce Institute for the Study of Slavery 
and Emancipation at Hull University. 
Photograph: University of Hull. 
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Born in Dunedin New Zealand, Trevor’s journey to scholarship of the history of early 

America began with an abiding love of history which developed as a child and 

continued throughout his early schooling at the school he attended, Green Island 

School in Dunedin. The highlight of his early education he recalled was writing an 

essay on the origins of the French Revolution at the age of 12. This passion never left 

him.  At the University of Otago he began studying law, but he soon abandoned this to 

pursue his deep love of history, undertaking his BA Hons from 1979-1982. Inspired by 

the new social history and writing the approach to ‘history from below’ which was 

emerging at that time, in 1983 he began his doctoral studies at Johns Hopkins 

University under the supervision of the formidable Jack Greene, a towering figure in 

American history whose speciality was the elite plantation owners of colonial early 

eighteenth-century Maryland. From 1987-1989, Trevor taught at the University of the 

West Indies at Mona, followed by positions at several universities, which included the 

University of Canterbury, Brunel University, University of Sussex, University of Warwick, 

and the University of Melbourne. Trevor served as the Director of the Wilberforce 

Institute at the University of Hull from 2019 until his untimely death.  As a mark of deep 

respect of Trevor’s influence and work at Hull, the University flag was flown at half-

mast on the day of his funeral. On Slavery Remembrance Day in Hull, there was a 

tribute to Trevor for his vast contributions to the history of slavery.   

Trevor’s substantial body of scholarly work was extensive, original, creative and 

inspiring. In 2002, his PhD was published as Creole Gentlemen: The Maryland Elite, 

1691-1776 - an innovative exploration of the plantation owners from a merchant class 

to genteel plantation owners who shaped Maryland society and the Atlantic economy. 

The themes of power, class, slavery and economics were to remain areas of focus 

which informed Trevor’s scholarship through many of his publications. These historical 

questions were also reflected in Trevor’s writings on slavery in the British West Indies 

and Jamaican plantation society.  

Understanding slave-owners within Jamaican plantation society formed the basis of 

Trevor’s widely acclaimed Mastery, Tyranny and Desire: Thomas Thistelwood and his 
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Slaves in the Anglo-Jamaican World (2004). Drawing extensively on the Lincolnshire 

plantation owner Thomas Thiselwood’s diaries, Trevor explored the sexual violence, 

brutality and power relations on Thiselwood’s plantations with male and female 

slaves, making a vital contribution to widening our understanding of Caribbean 

planation history and the power relations within Jamaican slavery plantations. Master, 

Tyranny and Desire captured in a microhistory and quickly became a standard text 

for students and scholars of slavery and Caribbean history. Trevor’s interest in 

plantations and power encompassed the experiences of slaves themselves. In 2010, he 

edited Hearing Slaves Speak, a volume of rich archival records which documents 

complaints by slaves of overwork and excessive punishment, indignation about ill-

treatment and at times charges of criminality in early nineteenth century Berbice, 

which in 1931 became British Guiana. These records, Trevor writes, captures slaves as 

people with ‘aspirations and dreams about the lives they might be able to fashion for 

themselves’.  When asked in an interview about his key scholarly interests and  if there 

was a burning question that inspired his historical research, Trevor replied that: ‘I want 

to understand how power operated in the past and have always concentrated on 

those who wielded power over others, mainly because I believe if we understand what 

they thought they were doing, we can understand why people without power behaved 

as they did’. This interest in power and plantations would inform his writings for much 

of his career and was a constant focus in his work.  

Running plantations in British America was another of Trevor’s key interests and a 

theme explored in Planters, Merchants and Slaves (2015), an extensive work where his 

key interest is on the economic imperatives and developments that underpinned 

slavery plantations. By drawing together a comparative work which brings together an 

analysis of economic power of plantation societies from Guama to Chesapeake, 

Trevor stressed the significance and influence of the extraordinary scale of the British 

plantation system identifying the profitability and economics of such plantations.  

Continuing his comparative approach to exploring eighteenth century slave societies, 

Atlantic capitalism and economics is the key subject of The Plantation Machine: 
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Atlantic Capitalism in French Saint-Domingue and British Jamaica in collaboration 

with John Garrigus (2016).  Whilst this work considers two of the most profitable sugar 

colonies in the Caribbean, the authors argue theirs was not a comparative history, but 

rather a ‘twin portrait’ of sugar plantations.  Described by one reviewer as an ‘exciting 

intellectual history’ the book demonstrates how both these colonies were key to the 

development of early capitalism in the eighteenth-century Atlantic world. Trevor’s 

long-standing interest in the birth of capitalism and slavery was reflected in his 

research (with Laura Panza and Jeffrey G. Williamson) on the social implications of 

sugar in Jamaica and its impact on incomes and inequality in the eighteenth century. 

Pioneering in its methodology, this work provided the first quantitative assessment of 

Jamaican standards of living and income inequality around 1774. In computing 

welfare ratios for a range of occupations and building a social table, it is shown that 

the slave colony had extremely high living costs, which rose during the American War 

of Independence, and low standards of living particularly for the enslaved population. 

It is argued that because of such extremity in wealth across the population, Jamaica 

was the most unequal place in the pre-modern world. 

Trevor’s subsequent works looked at these various themes across different times and 

places.  In The Atlantic in World History (2019) Trevor connects Africa, Europe, North 

America and South America through the frame of Atlantic history, stressing the 

intersections of these continents and the importance of the Atlantic for the circulation 

and transmission of culture, trade and commerce. Britain the Wider World (2020) is a 

study of early modern Britain exploring its rise as a power and situating it within 

Atlantic history.  Jamacia in the Age of Revolution (2020) stresses the importance of 

Jamaican planters to British imperial life when slavery was at its height. Exploring 

approaches to writing history and historiography was also of great interest to Trevor.  

Writing the History of Global Slavery (2023), stresses the intersection of Empire and 

slavery as well as writing the voices of slaves and slavery as a lived experience. Writing 

Early America (2023) examines the vast field of colonial American history and 

identifying key themes and issues within its historiography.  Trevor’s last book, 

Republic and Empire: Crisis, Revolution and America’s Early Independence (2025) 
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written with Andrew O’Shaughnessy, frames the American Revolution as an imperial 

event and examines it within the context of a wider history which goes beyond the 

Revolution itself, considering those colonies that did not rebel during a turbulent 

period.   

Trevor delighted in bringing scholars together who shared mutual interests and a 

common sense of purpose around a historical theme. This was especially reflected 

through several edited collections including Selective Humanitarianism (2022) (with 

Joy Damousi and Alan Lester) and just before his death, The Oxford Handbook of the 

Seven Years War (2024) (with Emma Hart and Marie Houllemare). Committed to 

disseminating his works as widely as possible, Trevor was an editor of the British 

Atlantic World: Oxford Bibliographies Online Research Guide and American Revolution: 

Oxford Bibliographies Online Research Guide – designed to assist researchers in their 

endeavors and expand the scope of research undertaken in the British Atlantic World.    

A line of discussion which Trevor often followed was reflecting on the use of archives 

and texts to write history and on the very act of writing history itself.  Trevor kept up to 

date, prodigiously reading the latest developments and new approaches in his field.  It 

was vital he believed to stay at the cutting edge of research, which often involved 

adopting interdisciplinary perspectives. Towards these pursuits and reflecting his 

unwavering belief in supporting the academic enterprise, Trevor published extensively 

in journals such as William and Mary Quarterly, Journal of Global History, Journal of 

Social History, Historical Journal, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 

Journal of American History, Economic History Review, Journal of Modern History, 

Slavery and Abolition.  

Elected to the Academy in 2015, Trevor was a global academic citizen. An inveterate 

and peripatetic traveller, Trevor constantly delivered papers around the world. Trevor 

energised the communities he formed and partnerships he forged, and he was 

equally energised by them. Wherever he spoke whether at large scale conferences or 

focused workshops and seminars, he was a magnet at international gatherings, 
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where his peers would keenly gravitate towards him, eager to discuss his latest work, 

or a new upcoming project, or the state of the profession.  The warmth and esteem 

with which Trevor was held shone through in these encounters which were also 

infused with his humour, clever wit and sense of fun. Trevor held Fellowships across the 

world at Sorbonne University, University of Paris, National Humanities Centre in North 

Carolina, Bonn Centre for Dependency and Slavery Studies, and International Center 

for Jefferson Studies in Virginia. He received research funds from various funding bodies 

such as the British Arts and Humanities Research Council, the Australian Research 

Council, and the Leverhulme Trust. Trevor will be fondly and warmly remembered for 

his expansive mentoring of junior scholars from around the world, and for his kindness, 

willingness to provide advice, feedback and to support to them in promoting their 

careers. In a seminar Trevor and I ran together on histories of refugees and slavery, his 

positive encouragement, and engagement with early career scholars was striking. 

Trevor’s focus increasingly moved to engaging with broader communities beyond 

universities.  His work at the University of Hull as Director of the Wilberforce Institute 

drew him into work that exposed modern slavery and an involvement in a project with 

the Guardian which launched a public campaign to expose the slavery origins of the 

Guardian’s owner, John Edward Taylor. Bringing the legacy of the history of slavery to 

the attention of modern society became a central focus of the last decade of Trevor’s 

life.  Trevor’s research expertise and vast knowledge was also central to the 

Wilberforce Institute playing a key role in exploring historic slavery links with the Scott 

Trust, the owners of the Guardian Media Group, which led to an apology by the Trust 

and a programme of restorative justice, totalling over £10 million through the next 

decade. This significant and powerful achievement marked Trevor’s tenure at the 

Wilberforce Institute, the impact of which will define his long-lasting legacy.     

Trevor’s sudden death shocked and deeply saddened the international academic 

community. To ensure the continuation of Trevor’s work, and honour Trevor’s memory, 

a memorial fund has been established in his honour at the University of Hull, called the 

Trevor Burnard Memorial Fund – a fitting tribute to Trevor’s scholarship and 
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contributions. The aim of the Fund is to foster the next generation of scholars by 

supporting PhD students and Early Career Researchers at Hull to conduct research, 

deliver conference presentations and publish their work. It will also enable 

international scholars to contribute to the Wilberforce Institute. Recipients will focus on 

historical topics reflecting Trevor’s academic interests – slavery, abolition and human 

rights – and demonstrate his commitment to scholarly interchange and connections 

with the wider community.  

‘I have never wavered in my love of history’ Trevor reflected in an interview with the 

Australian Historical Association in 2018. ‘I enjoy every period, every approach and 

every discussion with an historical content. For pleasure, I read books on either 

medieval history or twentieth century European history and the films and television I 

like are always those with an historical theme’. He found the subject of history 

‘endlessly fascinating’. Trevor’s fascination with history left an indelible mark on all 

who met and knew him. The history profession and the global academy is the poorer 

for the loss of such a distinguished, erudite, generous and committed historian whose 

contributions to the discipline and to the scholarly community remains abiding and 

enduring. 

Professor Joy Damousi AM FAHA FASSA 

University of Melbourne 

15 September 2024 
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