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Slavery and Abolition: the Plymouth Connection

Introduction

In 1807 the United Kingdom abolished the slave trade.

The enactment of the Abolition of Slavery Act brought to an end 245 years involvement by Englishmen and Britons in the transportation of enslaved Africans across the Atlantic to labour on colonial Caribbean and American plantations.

Other Europeans had been shipping African slaves to the West Indies for more than fifty years before the English joined in the trade in the 1560s. During that decade, John Hawkins, a Plymouth merchant, led three slavery voyages, the third of which included his cousin Francis Drake as crewman and then captain. On each occasion, Hawkins sailed from his homeport to the West coast of Africa where he traded for a slave cargo. Africans were traded in the Caribbean for products that were then sold on his return to England.

Hawkins effectively set a pattern that became known as the slave trade triangle. At first, throughout the seventeenth century, ships from London exploited the trade. By the early eighteenth century, when England began to dominate the slave trade, smaller ports were involved, including Plymouth. From the mid-1700s, Bristol and Liverpool traders monopolised. From that time also, the abolitionist movement, although already active, began an organised, co-ordinated and relentless campaign to abolish the middle passage; a campaign in which Plymouth and people from that city played a significant part.

Part 1

John Hawkins and the origins of the English slave trade

Hawkins of Plymouth

The history of the European slave trade, taking Africans from the Gold and Guinea coasts and transporting them across the Atlantic to the New World, originated in the late fifteenth century when Portuguese traders started supplying plantations in their colonies in Brazil. By the mid-sixteenth century, the Portuguese were pushed to meet demand: they had more of their own Brazilian plantations, whilst they also shipped slaves to Hispaniola after the Spanish colonists there had decimated their indigenous Carib labour force.

The first Englishman recorded to have taken slaves from Africa was John Lok, a London trader who, in 1555, brought to England five slaves from Guinea. A second London trader taking slaves at that time was William Towerson whose fleet sailed into Plymouth following his 1556 voyage to Africa and from Plymouth on his 1557 voyage.

Despite the exploits of Lok and Towerson, John Hawkins of Plymouth is widely acknowledged to be the pioneer of the English slave trade. He made three slavery voyages in the 1560s, preparing the way, maybe unwittingly, for the slave trade triangle that developed between England, Africa and the New World. The triangular trade worked to maximise profits. English goods were traded in Africa, slaves were carried on the infamous middle passage from there across the Atlantic, and goods produced in the New World were transported back to England.

John Hawkins was born in 1532 into a prominent and wealthy Plymouth family of ship owners, seafarers and merchants. Hawkins’ father, William, had himself traded, separately, in Guinea and Brazil in 1530 and 1532. The young Hawkins, raised in the family’s house in Kinterbury Street above Sutton harbour, went to sea at an early age. During the late 1550s, Hawkins, already a Freeman of Plymouth, made several voyages to the Canaries, trading mainly textiles for sugar, although there are stories too of involvement in piracy.

By 1561 Hawkins was very aware of the profits that could be made from the slave trade. That year he struck an agreement with Pedro de Ponte of the powerful Canaries merchant family. de Ponte agreed to supply Hawkins with food and water, warehouses and information about the trade, and pilots to get him to the Guinea coast and thence to the West Indies.

Hawkins’ involvement in the slave trade from the outset was driven by opportunism, to exploit a gap in an already commercial market. He would not have considered the slave trade to be wrong, immoral or unethical. In England during the sixteenth century, human suffering was not a concern in the sense that executions were normal, as was torture, imprisonment in conditions totally alien to modern standards, shackling and even slavery, particularly of people taken from Ireland. Contemporary reports told tales of different African societies being at war with each other, of slavery amongst those groups, and of cannibalism. To Hawkins, equating African slavery with inhumanity was not an issue; it was merely a moneymaking venture.

Hawkins’ first slavery voyage

Members of a London syndicate, including Benjamin Gonson (Hawkins’ father-in-law and Treasurer of the Admiralty), merchants and civic leaders Sir Thomas Lodge, Sir Lionel Ducket and Sir William Winter, backed Hawkins’ first Slavery voyage. In October 1562, Hawkins, with about 100 men, left Plymouth on board three ships: the Solomon (120 tons), the Swallow (100 tons) and the Jonas (40 tons). Thomas Hampton of Plymouth was second in command.

After stopping off at Tenerife in the Canaries, they sailed to Sierra Leone on the Guinea coast where they took on board a cargo that included about 300 slaves “besides other merchandises which that countrey yeeldeth”,
 some traded, some purchased and some captured. In Hispaniola, despite that by Asiento
 the Spanish had granted slave-trading agreements solely to the Portuguese, the Africans were traded for hides, ginger, sugar and pearls. Hawkins returned to Plymouth in September 1563.

Hawkins’ second slavery voyage

On 18 October 1564 Hawkins again left Plymouth for Guinea and the West Indies, on his second, slave trade voyage. Following the success of his first mission, this time one of his benefactors was Queen Elizabeth herself. His ships were the Jesus of Lubeck (700 tons), again the Solomon, the Tiger (50 tons) and the Swallow (30 tons; not the same ship that sailed previously).

In Africa, Hawkins travelled along the coast and up rivers. On occasion Africans had fled their villages having been pre-warned of the slaver’s arrival, or fought against Hawkins and his men. Hawkins left Africa with between 400 and 500 slaves: a number were captured; some were traded from African slave owners; yet more were traded or pirated from Portuguese slavers.

The slaves were disposed of in colonies along the Spanish Main, again despite the Asiento agreement with the Portuguese. Hawkins then sailed up the Florida coast, before crossing the Atlantic with a cargo that included precious metals, pearls and other jewels, arriving at Padstow on 20 October 1565.

John Sparke of Plymouth, who sailed with Hawkins, wrote an account of the second slavery voyage.
 Sparke made reference, probably for the first time in English, to potatoes and tobacco, both seen in the West Indies. John Sparke was appointed Mayor of Plymouth in 1583 and again in 1591.

Hawkins was granted a coat of arms in recognition of the success of this second voyage, the crest of which was the torso of an African slave bound with a rope.

Lovell’s slavery voyage

In late 1566, Plymouth seaman Thomas Lovell led a slaving expedition following the course set by Hawkins, his kinsman. Lovell’s fleet of three ships owned by the Hawkins brothers (John and older brother William), the Paul (140 tons, captained by Lovell), the Solomon (captained by James Raunce) and the Pasco (40 tons, captained by Robert Bolton), sailed from Plymouth on 9 November. Francis Drake, also a Hawkins relative, served as an ordinary seaman.

It is probable that Lovell collected his African cargo much like Hawkins did previously; by trading, capture and theft. Although Lovell got rid of the Africans in various ports throughout the Spanish Main, the trip was not the greatest success, given that his trading and diplomatic skills with the Spanish did not match those of Hawkins. The fleet arrived back at Plymouth in September 1567.

Francis Drake

Francis Drake was born, according to various accounts, anytime between 1539 and 1545. His family farmed land at Crowndale, about a mile west of Tavistock, whilst his father, Edmund, was a sometime seaman and priest.

As a boy, Drake was sent to live in Plymouth where he was raised and educated by the Hawkins family in Kinterbury Street. It was not unusual in sixteenth-century England for ‘cousin-brethren’, as Drake was, to be brought up by wealthier kinsmen.

Hawkins’ third slavery voyage

The syndicate that backed Hawkins’ third slavery voyage again included the Queen. Hawkins used two navy ships, for the second time the Jesus of Lubeck, (captained by Robert Barrett of Saltash and kinsman of Drake, mastered by William Saunders), and the Minion (300 tons, captained by John Hampton, mastered by John Garret, both of Plymouth). The Hawkins brothers supplied four other vessels: the William and John (150 tons, captained by Thomas Bolton, mastered by James Raunce); the Swallow (100 tons); the Judith (50 tons, on which Drake served) and the Angel (33 tons).

On 2 October 1567 the six ships, with over four hundred crew, left Plymouth. Within four days the fleet hit a storm that so badly damaged the already decrepit Jesus that Hawkins considered returning. However, after four days the storm died, and the fleet sailed on to Tenerife and then Guinea, arriving on 18 November.

Hawkins sailed along the coast and river estuaries, and by mid-January had taken about 150 Africans. He was then approached by the chief of one African community to launch a joint assault on Conga, a town of a rival African community with a population of about 8,000. Robert Barrett led a failed assault with one hundred men on the well-fortified town. Hawkins led a second, larger attack. The town was set alight and about 250 Africans were captured.

Shortly after this episode Hawkins sailed for the West Indies with between 400 and 500 slaves, now with his original fleet plus four other smaller vessels, one of which was given to Drake to command. Hawkins traded in Dominica and where ever else he could along the Spanish Main. If deals could be struck, Hawkins and the Spanish governors, who remained bound by the Asiento, dealt in secret.

At the end of July Hawkins prepared to sail home with a fleet of eight ships, with the Judith now being commanded by Drake. It was the beginning of the hurricane season, and they sought refuge from one storm on the Florida coast. In mid-September further storms forced them west across the Gulf of Mexico to the port of San Juan de Ullua on the Mexican mainland. Here the Spanish ambushed the fleet, most of which, including the Jesus, was either lost or abandoned; only the Minion, the Judith and the William and John escaped.

With food and water running short, Hawkins left one hundred men, the remnants of the crew of the Jesus, on shore to be picked up the following year. A small number were killed by indigenous natives; some escaped, a few were set free, as was Anthony Goddard who in 1571, returned to his native Plymouth where he became town treasurer during the 1580s.

Those who had been captured by the Spanish, either during the ambush or after, were put before the Inquisition, tortured and, for some, ironically, put into slavery. Robert Plinton from Plymouth, a thirty-year old seaman, was sentenced to 200 lashes and eight years in galleys. Most were kept in Mexico, including Miles Philips who escaped in 1581. Some were transported to Spain to serve their sentences; Job Hortop was freed after 23 years.
 Those that were sentenced to death were hanged or burnt at the stake, a fate suffered by Robert Barrett in Seville.

On the night of 22 January 1568 the Judith sailed in to Plymouth; the Minion limped into Mount’s Bay on the 25th, whilst the William and John reached Ireland in February 1569. Of the four hundred men that left Plymouth, just seventy returned.

Revenge and the deaths of Hawkins and Drake

Reaction to San Juan de Ullua was immediate. Plymouth effectively declared war with Spain; John Hawkins’ brother William had ships ready to put to sea and pleaded with the Privy Council to exact revenge. Lasting repercussions, set against a backdrop of on-going pan-Europe Catholic and Protestant hostility, pitched England and Spain against each other. Hawkins and Drake earned their reputations as sea dogs, taking Spanish lives and financial compensation many times over.

Hawkins became MP for Plymouth in 1571 and Comptroller of the Navy two years later. From the mid-1570s he was instrumental in preparing a rigorous and proficient English navy to meet an impending Spanish Armada. His designs improved ships’ capabilities, whilst he won better pay and conditions for sailors. Drake became the first Englishman to circumnavigate the globe. He left Plymouth on board the Pelican in 1577, with four other ships and 150 men. He returned to Plymouth in September 1580, on the (renamed) Golden Hind, with just 59 men. The following year he was knighted by the Queen and served as Mayor of Plymouth.

The Spanish Armada sailed up the Channel, and was defeated, in 1588. The battle consisted of several skirmishes, during which Rear Admiral Hawkins’ ship, the Victory, overpowered the Spanish vessel the Santa Anna, and Vice Admiral Drake, on Revenge, captured the Spanish galleon Rosario. In recognition of his success, Hawkins was knighted on deck by Charles Howard, Baron of Effingham and Lord High Admiral. In the years following victory over the Armada, both Hawkins and Drake involved themselves in sailors’ welfare. In 1590 they launched the Chatham Chest, a fund raising initiative to help injured seamen, and in 1594 Hawkins put his name to a naval hospital he established at Chatham.

Hawkins’ son Richard was captured by the Spanish in the South Atlantic in 1593. In response, a fleet of 27 ships, jointly commanded by Hawkins and Drake, left Plymouth on 29 August 1595. Neither admiral was to see his homeport again. The rescue mission was hampered by disagreement and slow progress, and in late October the Spanish, forewarned of Hawkins’ and Drakes’ intent captured the Francis off the Virgin Isles. A despondent Hawkins died a few days later on the 12 November off the coast of Puerto Rico.

Drake continued to take the fight to the Spanish, across the Spanish Main and into Panama, but with little or no success. In January 1596, off Porto Bello in Panama, dysentery swept through the fleet, killing Drake on the 26th. His body, like that of Hawkins before him, was interred to the sea.

Part 2

The Slave Trade Triangle

Now World Colonies

For the best part of forty years following the catastrophe of Hawkins’ third triangular slavery voyage to the West Indies in the late-1560s, England limited its overseas commercial activity to trading goods directly to and from Africa and the West Indies. England at that time had no colonies, nor participated in the slave trade to any significant extent. 

That situation changed from the early years of the seventeenth century when English colonies were established in the New World. The first English colony in the region was formed in Virginia in 1607, and a second on mainland America was established in New England in 1620. However, it was not these colonies that brought England back into the slave trade. Tobacco plantations in Virginia and Maryland during the seventeenth century employed white indentured labour taken from the various English under-classes and who over a period of time earned their freedom. Rather, it was England’s expansion into the Caribbean and the international sugar market.

Bermuda was colonised in 1612, St Kitts in 1624 and Barbados in 1625.  Antigua, the Leeward Islands, Nevis and Montserrat followed during the 1630s, whilst Jamaica was taken from Spain in 1655.
 Decimated indigenous Carib populations meant that outside labour had to be brought in to work the growing number of sugar plantations that in turn were needed to supply an ever-increasing European demand, as unsweetened tea, coffee and chocolate became more widely available. For a solution to its labour problem, plantation owners looked to Africa, and England re-entered the slave trade with a vengeance.

At the same time as England was colonising the West Indies it was establishing trading posts along the coast of West Africa; in time they built or took over about sixty, from present-day Senegal in the north to the Camaroons in the south. These trading posts were fortified and became holding places, or factories, for processing slaves. Slaves were taken from the African interior by other African tribes, traded with the English for arms, metalware and other consumer goods, and then shipped to the West Indies.

Slaving brought the English into direct competition against Dutch traders who had become since the early seventeenth century Europe’s foremost slavers, having been granted Spain’s Asiento, succeeding Portugal, in 1621. To protect its own market, Parliament introduced Navigation Acts in 1651 and 1660. Essentially, under these Acts foreign ships were banned from importing and exporting goods into and out of English colonies.
 With Dutch traders excluded from English colonies, it was England that became the great slave-trading nation from the mid-seventeenth century.

Coinciding with the introduction of the Navigation Acts, American tobacco plantations changed their means of production.  By the 1660s, plantation owners could no longer rely on the supply from England of white indentured labour, and they too turned to Africa. Virginia and Maryland proceeded to implement various Slave Codes, identifying the small number of Africans already in America as slaves rather than servants, and relied on English ships to deliver their new enslaved workforce.

In 1660 the Company of Royal Adventures Trading into Africa received its Royal Charter, and on 10 January 1663 the Company was incorporated. Major backers included King Charles II and other members of the Royal family and London society. The Company’s principal concern in Africa was gold. To raise the profile of the Company, newly minted gold coins were stamped with an image of an elephant and called ‘Guineas’. Despite the gold, the Company went bust, to be succeeded in 1672 by the Royal African Company (RAC), again with royal investment, particularly from the Duke of York, later King James II.

Under the terms of its Charter, the RAC maintained and governed the fortified trading posts in Africa in return for sole trading rights.
 Trade included slaves, and so it was that London became, for the time being at least, the centre of England’s slave trading. By 1689 London shipping had transported 89,000 slaves from Africa to the West Indies and the American colonies. John Barbot, a Frenchman, wrote an account of the internal African slave trade in 1682, describing how slaves were acquired by other African tribes before being sold on to English traders:

[The slaves in Guinea] are for the most part people taken in war, but sometimes sold into bondage by their own relations… Others are sometimes stolen away out of their own countries by robbers, or spirited by kidnappers… Some also through extreme want in hard times […] sell themselves willingly… The Gold Coast, in times of war between the inland nations and those nearer the sea, will furnish great numbers of slaves…

Although the RAC in London enjoyed a monopoly, traders in other English ports, particularly Bristol and Liverpool, which had the advantage over London of facing the Atlantic, recognised its huge worth and they too wanted to enter the slave trade (although unofficial ‘interlopers’ or rogue traders had been operating out of these ports despite the RAC’s monopoly). Under pressure, the RAC’s monopoly was lifted in 1698, with private ships from other ports trading into and out of Africa then having to pay a levy under the terms of the Ten Per Cent Act.
 Thus, they became known as ‘ten-percenters’. From then and over the following decade, the number of slaves transported each year rose from an average of 5,000 to 10,000, with privateers carrying some eighty per cent.

Slave Ships in Plymouth

Throughout the seventeenth century Plymouth had gradually lost its pre-eminence as a trading port. In the days of Hawkins, locally produced wool had been the major export commodity. By the mid-1600s it was armaments and metalware manufactured elsewhere that internal transport costs prohibited from sending abroad via Plymouth. Ships returning to England from the West Indies and the American colonies too largely by-passed Plymouth; the city had no means of processing sugar or tobacco imports.

Nevertheless, a relatively small number of slave ships left from Plymouth to sail to Africa and then the New World on trading expeditions. On 9 February 1700, the Elizabeth sailed with a mixed cargo of cloth and metalware, although it sank off the coast of what is now Nigeria. On 16 January 1701, the Rochester carried tobacco to Guinea. Metal goods were the principal cargo of the Michael, which left Plymouth on 6 October 1704; the same as for the William, which sailed on 13 July 1705.

Dr Dalby Thomas, the Agent General of the Cape Coast Castle trading post, believed that England should colonise the west coast of Africa. To that end, the Pindar, which sailed from Plymouth on 6 January 1707, carried seeds with which to cultivate food for the supposed colonisers. Also on board were various drugs, to be administered to Africans who were at the time cared for using local customs. The Pindar reportedly disembarked 285 slaves at Jamaica early in 1708.

On 10 November 1708, the Joseph sailed to Africa with various cloths and metalware. Late in 1709 it delivered 280 slaves to Jamaica. Also in November 1708 the Sylvia left Plymouth with a cargo of consumer goods. The agent acting for the merchant was Philip Pentyre, the son of a Plymouth sail maker. Pentyre also arranged for a cargo of armaments and clothing to be carried by the John and Robert, which sailed on 11 April 1711.

On 4 November 1713 the Industry left Plymouth. It later transported two slaves from Barbados to Virginia. Similarly, the Duke of Cornwall, which sailed from Plymouth on 11 February 1716, transported nine slaves over the same journey. From that date, Plymouth’s direct association with the slave trade was very minimal, although Thomas Pownell, Secretary of the Board of Trade, accounted for one slave trading vessel sailing from Plymouth in 1753.

Despite Plymouth playing a bit part in England’s seventeenth century slave trade, its civic leaders and merchants were active participants campaigning for repeal of the ten-percent levy. On 11 January 1710 Plymouth’s burgesses petitioned the House of Commons for a free and open slave trade, as did the merchants on 19 April 1711. Their petition exaggerated Plymouth’s involvement:

…since the laying open of the trade to Africa, divers ships have been fitted out from this port to that coast, to the great benefit of this Corporation, and parts adjacent, employed in the woollen manufacture…

The Ten Per Cent Act was repealed in 1712, inviting the privateers to enter completely the slave trade on an equal footing to the RAC. This they did, picking up the vast majority of slaves from Africa. Bristol boomed, becoming the busiest slavery port, until surpassed by Liverpool in the mid-1700s. In 1731 the RAC ceased slaving, and in 1752 it was dissolved. 

England’s (now Britain’s) slaving industry was boosted further in 1713. Under the terms of the Treaty of Utrecht, which marked the end of the War of the Spanish Succession, Britain was granted the Asiento (France had had it since 1702), whereby it guaranteed to deliver 144,000 slaves to the Spanish Caribbean over the next thirty years.

Part 3

Abolition

Quakers

The origins of the anti-slavery movement can be traced back probably to George Fox who lived during the seventeenth century, from 1624 to 1691.
 Fox was an English Dissenter with an uncompromising Christian Faith. He was the founder of the Religious Society of Friends, known as the Quakers. Fox was widely travelled, on both sides of the Atlantic.

Whilst in Barbados in 1671, Fox met Africans for the first time, and spoke about the condition of slaves. He put slavery in a spiritual context, proposing that slaves be treated by plantation owners as ‘family members’ in respect of church attendance. Fox preached that all those who believed in the word of God were His free people. He wrote in his journal:

I desired them [plantation owners] also that they would cause their overseers to deal mildly and gently with their negroes, and not use cruelty towards them…; and that after certain years of servitude they would make them free.

Although Fox himself may not have appealed for the abolition of slavery, by the early eighteenth century Quakers at the London Yearly Meeting were calling for just that. From the mid-eighteenth century, American Quakers were urging English colleagues to do more, and by the 1780s Quaker Meetings around the country were speaking up for abolition and organising and distributing anti-slavery material.

In 1784, the Meeting for Sufferings in London sent four hundred copies of a pamphlet entitled ‘The Care of Our Fellow Creatures, the Oppressed Africans’ to Quakers at Plymouth Meeting to be distributed to “Justices of the Peace, Heads of Corporations, Clergymen, and such other persons… in situations which may afford them an opportunity of discouraging the traffic, or… of contributing to diffusing that general detestation thereof from which we may hope in time for its abolition”.  The letter accompanying the pamphlets noted also “…spreading throughout the nation, a just abhorrence of the iniquitous traffic carried on to the coast of Africa for slaves, and of the cruel treatment they meet…”.

The Committee for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade

The horror of the middle passage is what motivated the abolitionists, to relieve African slaves of their suffering, and an infamous event in November 1781 gave their cause an added impetus. The slave ship Zong, sailing from Liverpool to Jamaica via Africa, arrived in the West Indies. The ship carried about 470 slaves, as many as could be crammed aboard, causing sickness and the deaths of seven crew and sixty Africans. Captain Luke Collingwood ordered the remaining sick slaves, 133 in all, thrown overboard and left to drown (one survived). When the Zong arrived back in England its owners claimed for the value of the slaves from their insurers. They argued that the sick Africans posed a threat to the remaining cargo and crew, alleging that the ship’s water supply was dangerously low and would be wasted on them. In 1783 the owners won their case, although it was later revealed that the Zong was carrying 420 gallons of water at the time of the massacre. Nobody was prosecuted for murder.

The Zong incident broadcast the awfulness of the slave trade to some who might not otherwise have shown concern. In 1784, the vice-chancellor of Cambridge set as the title for that year’s Latin essay Anne liceat invitos in servitutem dare? (Can men be lawfully made slaves against their own will?). Twenty-four-year old divinity student Thomas Clarkson, never before much interested in the plight of African slaves, won with an essay that aspired to be “useful to injured Africa” and gained the resounding approval of the university dons. Thinking no more on the subject, Clarkson was later riding along Ermine Street in Hertfordshire when he considered “If the contents of the essay were true, it was time some person should see these calamities to the end.” As one of his supporters later commented, Clarkson at that moment of epiphany became “the slave of the slaves”.

A Quaker acquaintance introduced Clarkson to the anti-slavery movement. His essay was published to a wider audience, creating an interest that led to the setting up of an informal committee to lobby Members of Parliament thought sympathetic to the cause. One such member was the MP for Hull, William Wilberforce. Wilberforce was recently acquainted with Thomas Newton, who as a young midshipman in 1744 deserted his ship HMS Harwich in Plymouth before being caught and thrown in the town’s guardhouse. Progressing to slave trading and latterly the Anglican clergy, Newton, through his own experience knew the trade to be “so iniquitous, so cruel, so oppressive, so destructive”.
 Newton convinced Wilberforce of the righteousness of Evangelism and of the evilness of slavery. From 1785, Wilberforce joined the abolitionist’s crusade.

On 22 May 1787 the Committee for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade was formally instituted with twelve members, including Clarkson and nine Quakers. The task of the committee was to provide evidence of the vileness of the slave trade that Wilberforce could represent in Parliament, and to that end Clarkson travelled throughout England, covering 35,000 miles during the next seven years.

Clarkson found one vital piece of evidence in Plymouth, a leaflet published by the Plymouth Committee for Abolition that was to have a huge impact upon those who saw it. The leaflet showed interior deck plans of the Liverpool slave ship Brookes with 454 Africans crammed on board, prone and without privacy and space. The Brookes had at other times carried as many as 609 Africans.

Clarkson was so thorough in his investigation that when, in 1790, tracking down one unnamed seaman who served on an unknown vessel and had apparently witnessed atrocities in Africa, he visited ports all over the south coast, searched 317 ships and interviewed 3,000 seamen. Clarkson found his man, Isaac Parker, in Plymouth, and he provided evidence of slave poaching off the African coast between the Calabar and Bonny rivers.

Thomas Clarkson returned to Plymouth in 1792 in the company of John Frederick, the twenty-nine-year old son of Naimbana, the King of the Temne people of Robana in Sierra Leona. Frederick, known as the ‘Black Prince’, was in England being educated, and was given a tour a Plymouth’s dockyards by Clarkson. At the time, the Sierra Leona Company, of which Clarkson was a member, was negotiating with the Naimbana for the resettlement of Freetown in Sierra Leone with black former soldiers who fought in the American War of Independence and freed American slaves. John Clarkson, Thomas’ younger brother, delivered 1,100 such passengers from Halifax, Nova Scotia in 1792.

Gustavus Vassa : Olaudah Equiano

An earlier attempt to establish a settlement at Freetown, then known as Province of Freedom, was made in 1787. A committee of philanthropists had conceived the idea as a solution to bringing relief to the ‘black poor’ in London; destitute veterans of the American Revolution and former slaves and seamen and their families. The plan, supported by the government and the keen abolitionist Granville Sharp, was to send these people to Sierra Leone as colonists. The man appointed as ‘Commissary of Provisions and Stores for the Black Poor to Sierra Leona’ was the former slave Gustavus Vasso, acquaintance of Sharp, and with this job the first black man in Britain to hold a government post.

In late 1786 a fleet of three ships, the Atlantic, Belisarius and Vernon, and their naval escort the Nautilus, left London with 411 passengers (Vassa had expected more than seven hundred) set for Sierra Leone. Those making the journey included ‘black poor’ and white artisans and their families, and about seventy white women, sometimes thought to have been prostitutes but more likely the wives of black men.

After meeting bad weather, the fleet re-assembled in Plymouth on 18 March 1787, where Vassa and the fleet’s superintendent, Joseph Irwin, fell out. Vassa accused Irwin of embezzlement whilst Irwin blamed Vassa for organising unrest among the black passengers. Something had to give, and Vassa was relieved of his position, although he was later awarded £32 compensation and £18 outstanding wages.
 Whilst in Plymouth the passengers were allowed ashore and into town. They caused quite a stir amongst the local population and were not welcomed, and were subsequently confined to their ships.

On 9 April the fleet sailed from Plymouth, arriving off the coast of Sierra Leone a month later.  It was the beginning of the rainy season and the settlers’ foothold on their patch of land, which they named Granville Town, washed away with the floods. Whilst crops failed and disease spread, more than one hundred souls perished and the majority of those remaining, both white and black, took paid labour in nearby slave factories. By the end of 1789, and despite relief sent by Sharp, Granville Town was burnt out and deserted following squabbles with local Africans.

Gustavus Vassa was born Olaudah Equiano in about 1745, and by his own account was the son of an Igbo chief in present-day Nigeria. When no more than eleven years of age, the young Equiano was abducted from his village in the African interior and taken in to slavery. He was shipped first to Barbados, then to Virginia where he was sold to Michael Pascal, an officer in the Royal Navy who renamed him Gustavus Vassa, by which he was known for most of his life.

Vassa came to England in 1757 and served on board British ships with Pascal for the next five years. He was taught to read and write and, from instruction and experience, became a committed Christian. His faith was strengthened by an event he witnessed during his first visit to Plymouth whilst on board the fifty-four gun Jason in late-1757. In his own words:

One night, when I was on board, a woman, with a child at her breast, fell from the upper deck down into the hold, near the keel. Every one thought that the mother and child must be dashed to pieces; but to our great surprise, neither of them was hurt…  In [this], and in many more instances, I thought I could plainly trace the hand of God, without whose permission a sparrow cannot fall.

Vassa was sold again in 1762, to a Quaker merchant in Montserrat, where he was able to accumulate the funds necessary to buy his freedom in 1766. From then he travelled far and wide, until: “On January the seventh, 1777, we arrived at Plymouth. I was happy once more to tread on English ground; and, after passing some little time at Plymouth and Exeter among some pious friends, whom I was happy to see, I went to London…”

By now an ardent abolitionist, Vassa petitioned the Bishop of London for ordination, and to send him to Africa as a missionary. The Bishop refused. He set off once again, including to America where in Philadelphia in the mid-1780s he met with American Quakers and saw first-hand what could be done to improve the lives of ‘Africans’. After his dismissal as Commissary to the ill-fated Sierra Leone expedition, Vassa petitioned Queen Charlotte on behalf of “the wretched Africans”, appealing to her “well known benevolence and humanity”. He signed himself “the oppressed Ethiopian”.

In 1789 Vassa published an autobiographical account of his life: The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Oloudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African. Written by Himself. The book sold well, with nine editions being issued during Equiano’s remaining lifetime (he died in 1797), and made him a small fortune. The third edition, advertised in the Times on 1 December 1790 included “an elegant print of the author; and a plate showing the manner in which he was shipwrecked.

The kind reception which this work has met with from many hundred persons of all denominations, demands the author’s most sincere thanks to his numerous friends; and he most respectively solicits the favour and encouragement of the candid and unprejudiced Friends of the Africans.”

Episodes described in the book may have been embellished or exaggerated. But, Equiano’s story of his own slavery and ill-treatment, and his first-hand description of his Atlantic crossing, the appalling middle passage of the triangular slave trade, was timely and did a huge amount to further the cause of the abolitionists.

Parliamentary Struggle

Supporters of the slave trade included in their arguments that Britain’s and the colonies’ commercial success, indeed the colonies’ survival, not only depended upon continued slavery, but on increased numbers of slaves. A pamphlet of 1745, published anonymously, argued that the greater the number of slaves taken from Africa, the more British-manufactured goods would be required to trade for them; and, as a consequence of a larger labour force in the colonies, the greater the quantity and diversity of produce being delivered to the European market.

Supporters of slavery warned also against the threat of international competition, particularly from, as the century passed, the French. Moreover, Britain was at war with France for long periods during the two decades either side of the turn of the nineteenth century, and it was this and its consequences for Europe that dominated the political agenda throughout that period, not least because of French agitation in the West Indies.

Despite these and similar arguments the abolitionists prevailed, although not without a struggle. Winning the argument in Parliament took sixteen years, which was detrimental upon the health of leading abolitionists, including Wilberforce, who introduced an Abolition motion in the House of Commons every year from 1791, and Thomas Clarkson who, frustrated and overworked, retired from the movement in 1794.

Wilberforce introduced his first motion in Parliament on 19 April 1791. He spoke for four hours imploring his fellow-MPs to consider the human rights of those enslaved: “I have already gained for the wretched Africans the recognition of their claim to the rank of human beings, and I doubt not but the Parliament of Great Britain will no longer withhold from them the rights of human nature!”
 Although the motion was defeated by 163 votes to 88,
 the abolitionists’ remained resolute and they set about raising petitions throughout the country. As a counter, those who supported the slave trade did likewise, but, unexpectedly, they had lost the backing of the city of Liverpool, which failed to submit a petition to either side.

On 2 April 1792 a second motion calling for abolition was defeated by 234 votes to 87.  However, a further motion introduced by the Treasurer of the Navy Henry Dundas, advocating a ‘middle way’, was carried by 230 votes to 85.
 Although vague, Dundas proposed the ‘gradual’ abolition of the slave trade, and later recommended 1800 as the year for abolition. The abolitionists suggested the 1 January 1793, just eight months away, and then 1795. The compromise reached was 1796, although the Bill then was stalled in the House of Lords. Their Lordships wanted further evidence, and whilst they conducted their own hearings, any legislation affecting the slave trade was postponed. In reality, Dundas’ 1792 Bill was left to wither away, and there was no abolition in 1796.

In 1797 Trinidad was ceded to Britain from Spain. The island had more land available for sugar production than in Jamaica, and to work that land would have meant importing one million slaves. William Pitt, the Prime Minister who at times supported the abolitionists’ cause and at other times was less enthusiastic, suggested that any slaves transported into Trinidad would have to come from existing West Indian colonies. But, as the abolitionists recognised, any slaves removed from the colonies and sent to Trinidad would be replaced by others from Africa; nothing would be achieved. In April that year a motion put before the Commons by CR Ellis proposed that responsibility for deciding the abolition issue should pass from the British Parliament to the colonies’ Assemblies. Although abolitionists argued that such a measure would safeguard the continuation of the slave trade, Ellis’ motion was carried whilst a counter-motion laid by Wilberforce was rejected.

In the Commons, in the spring of 1799, Wilberforce not only condemned the idea of the colonies’ Assemblies effectively having a veto on slavery, but also introduced a new tactic.  He spoke of the harm that the slave trade was having on the people of Africa who lived along the coasts and who, because they had contact with the Europeans, particularly slavers, were three centuries less advanced than Africans living in the interior.

Although in 1799 Wilberforce’s motion was defeated by 84 votes to 54, another, economic factor entered the debate that year that began to swing opinion in the colonies the abolitionists’ way. In 1794 the price of raw sugar was 58 shillings per hundredweight, rising to 87 shillings by 1798. However, in 1799 the price began to fall, fluctuating in 1800 and 1801 between a high of 50 shillings to a low of 28. Sugar production in Cuba had increased to the extent that it dominated the market. Americans exported Cuban sugar to Europe, so putting British colonial planters at a commercial disadvantage. At the same time, European entrepreneurs were developing home grown sugar beet refinement. Demand for sugar from the colonies fell, and so did the need for labour. The colonies’ planters for the first time called for no new African slaves.

During May and June 1804 the Commons voted in favour of Wilberforce’s Abolition of the Trade Bill during all three readings. The abolitionists then sent the Bill to the Lords, which once again prevaricated, stalling the Bill throughout 1805 and further frustrating the abolitionists. However, in the summer of 1806 both Houses passed the Foreign Slave Bill, 

In 1807 it was decided to present a new Abolition of Slavery Bill to the Lords first, where on 4 February it was passed finally by 100 votes to 36. Back in the Commons, where many new MPs sat following the previous General Election who won their seats promising to support abolition, on the 23 February the motion was carried by 283 votes to 16. The senior Member who topped the poll in Plymouth, Sir Charles Morice Pole, however, was not an abolitionist: he “declared himself to be so impressed with the impolicy of the abolition, that he was induced in every stage, to thwart a bill, ruinous to the colonies and the commerce of the country”.

The Abolition of Slavery Act came into force on 25 March 1807. Under the Act, the trading and purchasing of slaves was prohibited in the United Kingdom and its colonies, slave ships were banned, captains of vessels that were caught carrying slaves faced fines of £100 per slave, and the removal of slaves from Africa was outlawed. Although some traders broke the law, indeed rogue captains were known to dump slaves over the sides of their ships rather than get caught with a live cargo, the abolitionists had won the argument; the infamous middle passage was no more.

In 1833 the Abolition of Slavery Act was superseded by the Slavery Abolition Act, under which all slaves in the United Kingdom’s colonies and dominions were given their freedom. Planters and slave owners in the West Indies were awarded compensation depending upon the number of slaves they owned. In total, £20 million was paid out. The freed slaves did not receive a penny.

Conclusion

John Hawkins’ role as the Englishman who founded the triangular slave trade means that Plymouth will always be inextricably linked with this most inhumane of practices. From small beginnings, England, and then Britain, grew to dominate the African slave trade, and ships sailing from Plymouth during the early 1700s carried their share of cargo on the infamous middle passage from the Guinea coast of Africa to colonies in the West Indies and Americas.

From 1690 to 1807 it is estimated that over 2.8 million Africans were carried on board British ships,
 and as the eighteenth century progressed it was Bristol and Liverpool that became the great slaving ports in England. During that century also, the abolitionist movement grew and people in Plymouth, including Quakers and members of the Plymouth Committee for the Abolition of Slavery played an important role in bringing an end to the trade. Abolitionists made regular visits to the town, whilst Plymouth people distributed pamphlets and other abolitionist material. And it was in Plymouth that the image of the Brookes slaver laden with its African cargo was designed and published, an image that did so much to highlight the utter cruelty of the trade. Of that, the city can be proud.
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