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Summary

Collection Title:
Joseph Clay papers, 1767-1800

Creator:
Clay, Joseph, 1741-1804

Abstract:
Joseph Clay was a businessman, slave trader, and politician in Savannah, Georgia, 
during the late 18th century. The Joseph Clay papers consist of a few letters and 
legal documents related to or written by Joseph Clay, including one referring briefly 
to the acquisition of two enslaved men from Jamaica, and an unbound volume 
of depositions regarding the seizure of the brigantine Bachelor, suspected of 
supplying British troops in South Carolina in late 1782.

Extent:
.1 Linear Feet

Language:
Materials in English.

Collection ID:
RL.13119

Permalink:
https://idn.duke.edu/ark:/87924/m18m9c

Preferred Citation

[Identification of item], Joseph Clay papers, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book 
& Manuscript Library, Duke University.
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Background

Scope and Content

The Joseph Clay papers consist of a few letters and legal documents related 
to or written by Joseph Clay. Included are: one note or letter fragment, likely 
written by Joseph Clay, referring briefly to the acquisition of two enslaved men 
from Jamaica, whom he intends to sell; a letter from Abraham Baldwin (then 
U.S. Senator from Georgia) to Joseph Clay regarding Clay's brother Joseph, then 
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Postmaster General of the U.S.; and an unbound volume of depositions given 
before Joseph Clay as a U.S. District Court judge regarding the seizure of the 
brigantine Bachelor, suspected of supplying British troops in South Carolina in 
late 1782. Also included are a few legal documents and letters, including one 
from Edward Telfair, then Governor of Georgia.

Biographical/Historical

Joseph Clay was a businessman, slave trader, and politician in Savannah, 
Georgia, during the late 18th century. He was born in England in 1741 and 
moved to Savannah in 1760. He was part of the Continental Army during 
the American Revolutionary War, awarded the rank of Colonel and serving 
as paymaster general of Georgia. After the war he was elected treasurer of 
Georgia and was judge of the United States Court for the District of Georgia 
1786-1801.

Clay founded an import business with his cousin James Habersham, Jr., which 
imported enslaved people into Georgia, claiming many were direct from Africa, 
especially The Gambia. He also owned enslaved people himself.

Joseph Clay was married to Ann Legardere Clay and had four children, Joseph 
Clay Jr., Mary Clay Cuthbert, Elizabeth Clay Young, and Catharine Clay Stiles. 
He died in 1804.

Sources: Joseph Clay (Georgia soldier), Wikipedia, viewed 2025 January 29,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Clay_(Georgia_soldier)

"Princetonians in Georgia", Princeton and Slavery site, viewed 2025 January 29,
https://slavery.princeton.edu/stories/princetonians-in-georgia

Wikipedia entries for James Habersham Jr., Abraham Baldwin, and Joseph 
Habersham, viewed 2025 January.

Joseph Clay in Findagrave.com, viewed 2025 January 29.
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Administrative Information

Publication Statement

David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library

411 Chapel Drive
Duke University
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Durham 27708
askRL@duke.edu
URL: https://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/

Access Restrictions

Collection is open for research.

Use Restrictions

The copyright interests in this collection have not been transferred to Duke 
University. For more information, consult the Rubenstein Library's Citations, 
Permissions, and Copyright guide.

Acquisition Information

The Joseph Clay papers were received by the David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & 
Manuscript Library in 1966, 1972, and unknown.

Processing Information

Processed by Tracy M. Jackson, 2025 January
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Names and Subjects

• United States -- History -- Revolution, 1775-1783
• Slavery -- Georgia
• Legal documents
• United States -- Politics and government -- 1783-1809
• Seizure of vessels and cargoes
• Clay, Joseph, 1741-1804
• Telfair, Edward, approximately 1735-1807
• Habersham, James, 1745-1799
• Habersham, Joseph, 1751-1815
• Baldwin, Abraham, 1754-1807
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Collection Inventory

Note or letter fragment, approximately 
1760s-1790s, April 29 Oversize-folder 1

Scope and Contents

Fragment of letter or complete note, unknown recipient, possibly written by 
Joseph Clay, "I have received two middle aged Negros from Jamaica for sale 
– if no convenient [bargain?] offers before a safe opportunity offer to you[.] I 
believe I shall send them [to you.] I can dispose of them easily but when pay will 
come, God knows. Yours [uncertain mark] [J.C.?] I believe I shall[?] also get a 
few [illegible, paper ripped and partially missing] and [blankets?]"

Legal document, 1767 March 12 Oversize-folder 1

Scope and Contents

Declares John Eaton Le Conte to be executor of estate of deceased George 
Thomas; Savannah Georgia.

Bill of account to Clay and Habersham, 1771 
September 20 Oversize-folder 1

Scope and Contents

Refers to Mrs. Bridges; Savannah.

Legal document, approximately 1780s-1790s Oversize-folder 1

Scope and Contents

Partial legal document, petition of Isaac Weatherly-[H?]eworth regarding estate 
of deceased Jonathan Cochran; Chatham Co., Georgia.

Depositions from crew of the Bachelor, 1782 
December Oversize-folder 1

Scope and Contents

Depositions given before Clay, as U.S. District Court Judge, by the crew of the 
brigantine Bachelor. The ship was seized on suspicion of supplying British 
troops in South Carolina.

Letter, 1783 September 16 Oversize-folder 1
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Scope and Contents

Regarding appearance in court of Chatham county of defendant [illegible].

Letter from Edward Telfair, 1791 August 27 Oversize-folder 1

Scope and Contents

Regarding warrant and debts owed/paid in shipping. References shipping of 
indigo.

Letter from Abraham Baldwin, 1799 December 
16 Oversize-folder 1

Scope and Contents

Regarding death of Major Habersham (likely James Habersham, Jr.), possible 
actions and repercussions of his brother [Col.?] Habersham (Joseph Habersham, 
then Postmaster General of the United States); Philadelphia.

Bill for legal services, 1800 April 20 Oversize-folder 1

Scope and Contents

Itemized bill for legal services, signed Joseph Clay [uncertain if Sr. or Jr.]
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