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By 
Veront M. Satchell, PhD 

 
 
This year 2007, marks the bicentenary of the abolition of the British Slave trade, 
which meant that transporting Blacks from Africa for enslavement in the British 
colonies of the Caribbean including Jamaica after 1808 was now deemed illegal. 
This took place in  1807. Bringing to an end over 300 years of trafficking of 
human cargo from Africa to the island of Jamaica and other British West Indian 
territories. 
The Act was passed by the House of Parliament on the 25th March 1807 to take 
effect on May 1 1807. 
 Let me hasten to say that the slave trade to the Caribbean however, continued 
in earnest way up into the 1860s. Lest we forget’ this bicentenary is being 
marked by several events,  locally in Jamaica and internationally.  But the 
question has asked what is the church in general and the Anglican church in 
particular are doing in this regard? This question is for us Anglican extremely 
relevant especially in light of generally held view that the Church of 
England/Anglican church, locally in the Caribbean/Jamaica and at home in the 
UK, endorsed the slave trade and British Caribbean slavery and was never active 
in the struggle and ultimate success of the anti slavery movements. Is this myth 
or reality? How do we set the record straight?  Can we answer the critics with 
any  confidence? Yes we can if we are aware of the church’s history in this 
struggle. 
 
 There is this general view of the Church and the anti-slavery movement is a 
myth. The Anglican church at the individual and group levels at home were 
exceedingly active. Public pressure against the slave trade was rife throughout 
Britain which greatly strengthened the abolitionist forces for the final push. “Every 
measure that invention or art could devise to create popular clamour was 
resorted to on this occasion. The Church, the theatre, the press, had laboured to 
create prejudice against the slave trade.  The Religious Society of Friends 
commonly called ‘Quakers’ has been celebrated as the denomination most active 
in the fight to bring an end to the Slave Trade and Slavery. Undoubtedly the  
Quakers work actively to make this a better world. They are particularly 
concerned with: 

· human rights, based on their belief in equality of all human beings  
· social justice  
· peace  
· freedom of conscience  
· environmental issues - Quakers seek to live simply so as to reduce the  

burden on the world  
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· community life 
But despite these good intentions, that group in and of itself could achieve 
nothing for the simple reason that it was a fringe group. And we all know that 
fringe groups have neither influence or power in society to significantly influence 
change. They were seen as anti establishment and not taken seriously. To 
influence change one has to be main stream with power and influence and this 
was to be the Clapham sect lampooned as ‘the Saints’.  
This group of evangelical Christians, prominent in England from about 1790 to 
1830, campaigned for the abolition of slavery and promoted missionary work at 
home and abroad. The group centred on the church of John Venn, rector of 
Clapham in south London, one of the main seats of Anglican evangelism This 
sect comprised of a group of wealthy Anglican men and women of prominence, 
power and influence . They were Parliamentarians, businessmen, clergy men, 
top ranking public servant and so on. 
“They combined their efforts to create public opinion and exert pressure on the 
government. They educated the public by issuing a journal, writing letters, 
spearheading petition drives, distributing pamphlets, speaking, and making every 
effort to persuade those with whom they had personal influence.” Although 
professionals all made time for Christian action and gave liberally and effectively 
to worthy causes. This included the Church Missionary Society which they 
founded and funded. Their greatest endeavour was to bring an end to slavery 
and the Slave Trade world wide.  
 
.  Its members included William Wilberforce, Henry Thornton, James Stephen, 
Zachary Macaulay, and others. Many were members of Parliament, 
 
Members of The Clapham Sect included:   
Thomas Clarkson (1760 – 1846), classicist and campaigner –Deacon in the 
Curch of England 
Edward James Eliot (1758 – 1797), parliamentarian  
Thomas Gisbourne (1758 – 1846), clergyman and author  
Charles Grant (1746 – 1823), administrator, chairman of the directors of the 
British East India Company, father of the first Lord Glenelg  
Zachary Macaulay (1768 – 1838), estate manager, colonial governor, father of 
Thomas Babington Macaulay  
Hannah More (1745 – 1835), writer and philanthropist -educator 
Granville Sharp (1735 – 1813), scholar and administrator  
Charles Simeon (1759 – 1836), Anglican minister, promoter of missions  
William Smith (1756 – 1835), M.P. for Norwich, grandfather of Florence 
Nightingale  
James Stephen (1758 – 1832), Master of Chancery  
Lord Teignmouth (1751 – 1834), Governor-General of India  
Henry Thornton (1760 – 1815), economist, banker, philanthropist, MP for 
Southwark, grandfather of writer E.M. Forster  
Henry Venn (1725 – 1797), founder of the group  
John Venn (1759 – 1813), Rector of Holy Trinity Church, Clapham  
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William Wilberforce (1759 – 1833), MP for Kingston upon Hull, leading 
abolitionist  

Anti slavery groups were also founded in several University by intellectuals/ 
professors–avid Anglicans who formed intellectual groups in their institutions to 
fight against slavery – two of the foremost were at Cambridge and Oxford 
Movement . 
 
But most importantly was the indefatigable Rev Thomas Clarkson, deacon of the 
Anglican church, he with the possible exception of Zachary MacCauley, was  the 
one man who fought most tirelessly in the struggle against slavery. He Having 
been ordained a deacon never sought to be ordained a priest, but instead 
dedicated his life to the abolition of the slave trade and slavery. He resolved that: 
“It was time some person should see these calamities to their end.”  He took up 
the challenge and risking everything including his life dedicated his life and work 
to the ending of slave trade and slavery not just for Britain but the entire area 
where slavery existed.  
So to say that that the Anglican Church was inert  is false in so far as it relates to 
the efforts at ‘home’. But be that as it may what were it efforts in Jamaica. Indeed 
the Baptists and other non conformist missionaries have been given heaps and 
heaps of credit, the Anglican church is hardly even mentioned. Indeed it was 
state church, funded by the state so it stands to reason that it would be strongly 
supportive of  the status quo. This comes even clearer when it is considered that 
there was no structure locally to administer its affairs. The area fell under the 
purview of the Bishop of London, thousands of miles away. Priests were almost a 
law unto themselves, many ill equipped, with very little training in fact many came 
only for the pecuniary opportunities that the position of a  plantation minister 
offered. Few had any interest in the work of the church. Indeed several became 
plantation owners or attornies. It was not until 1825 when Jamaica was made  a 
diocese and its first bishop was appointed that there developed a sense of 
organisational structure and accountability. And after the 1831 Christmas 
liberation war the plantocrats and some Anglican clergy formed the Church Union 
a repressive arm of persecution against the non conformists who were seen as 
chief instigators of he war.  But despite these negatives it is not totally true to 
conclude that the  Anglican –church , clergy and congregation in Jamaica were 
inactive in the slaves’ struggle for freedom. 
 
 A few examples will suffice 
This is evidence concerning the following Anglican Priests who were against 
slavery.  
 
H.P. Jacobs. SIXTY YEARS OF CHANGE, 1806-1866” Progress and Reaction in 
Kingston and the countryside.  CULTURAL HERITAGE SERIES, VOLUME 2. 
INSTITUTE OF JAMAICA .1973. pp31ff 
 
“Now in the parish of St. Mary, between 1808 and 1812, there existed very 
strained relations between the Rector, the Rev. Colin Donaldson, and the 
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planters. In the former year the Rector made allegations against Wentsworth 
Bailey, a resident member of the old plantocracy, that he had ill-treated his 
slaves and this led to an action for defamation of character which went against 
the Rector, who was fined � 700 . In the latter year the Rector was imprisoned for 
THREE MONTHS; he was found guilty of assaulting the Coroner for the parish, 
Mr. Walter Pollack, and of slandering the Custos, the Hon. Charles Grant of 
Hopewell.  [p.31] 
 
 
When Donaldson was first ordained, Lady Nugent thought he was a nervous 
young man when he preached his first sermon (December 6,1801) and rather 
limited in his ability to draw deductions from the Scriptures. Her husband, 
governor Nugent, however, though otherwise secured his appointment as Rector 
of St. Mary in 1802, and he is several times mentioned as dining with the 
Governor. One would tentatively infer that Nugent regarded Donaldson as a 
rather hopeful clergyman.  
 
A very curious fact is recorded that Donaldson found a deplorable state of affairs 
in St. Mary,that he protested against it. Consequently the planters persecuted 
him as a consequence. 
 
In 1816,  a charge of violence was also brought against the Revd. D.W.Rose, 
Rector of Hanover, by planters and that he was sent to prison for one month and 
fined � 100. This action was a direct of his views on slavery. 
 
The post Napoleonic  atmosphere of Hanover can be gauged from a letter in the 
KINGSTON CHRONICLE of July 6, signed ‘An Hanoverian’, denouncing the Rev. 
John Stainsby, then Rector, as ‘ WORSE THAN THE BAPTISTS’. Yet Stainsby 
had been tolerated, and even assisted by the St. Thomas planters when he had 
been stationed in that parish. With the method of enquiry we have adopted, the 
Hanover gentleman’s view of Stainsby shows we must take into account the 
Evangelicalism of the Church of England itself-a factor which is constantly 
neglected.  
 
At the very time, at the beginning of October, 1812, when the St. Mary planters 
brought Donaldson before the Grant Court in Spanish Town   (Royal Gazette, 
October.15-22), the Vestry of Port Royal met ( Royal Gazette, October. 3-10) and 
decided with considerable enthusiasm to start a British and Foreign Bible Society 
work in their parish. The society was very evangelical”    
  
 
In February 1825 Bishop The Rt. Rev. Dr. Christopher Lipscomb, assumed 
duties as the first appointed bishop of Jamaica. And immediately stated his major 
objectives of his mission viz. to “adoption of measures which he thought "might 
improve the spiritual condition of the slave population and render effectual the object of 
his mission." 
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His  arrival coincided with an extremely critical period in the social and political 
history of the colony and the work which lay before him was of a delicate and 
difficult character. The abolition agitation was at its height: the relations between 
the colony and the mother-country were so far strained that the majority of the 
Assembly threatened "to transfer their allegiance to the United States or even to 
assert their independence after the manner of their continental neighbours."  
 
During the early years of Dr. Lipscomb's episcopate, outbreaks, or risings, or 
rebellions were widespread… Some of these rebellions were of a most serious 
character; not only were lives lost on both sides and bad feeling intensified, but 
property to an enormous value was destroyed Surroundings such as these did 
not tend to facilitate the Bishop's work. Nor, unfortunately, did he receive from the 
clergy of the Establishment that cordial cooperation and sympathetic assistance 
which he was on every ground entitled to expect. However, he even without the 
assistance of some clergy pressed on to effect changes in the system. This 
bishop and his ministers and missionaries were quietly working and gaining 
power and influence over the people. 
 
That other Christian ministers suffered with their converts and were accused of 
being implicated in rebellions gives greater prominence to their names but does 
not detract from the fact that  the Anglican church was active.  
Reflect and ponder these things and be ready to defend your church’s position. 
   
So much for that history lesson. 
 
Veront M. Satchell, PhD 
Department of History, 
The University of the West Indies, 
Mona campus, 
Jamaica W.I 
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CAP. XXXVI. 

An Act for the Abolition of the Slave Trade. [25th March 1807.] 
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In 1805 a Bill providing for the abolition of the slave trade to conquered territories 
triumphantly passed both Houses of parliament. The following year this was superseded 
by a stronger measure that outlawed the British Atlantic Slave Trade altogether. 
In February 1806 Lord Grenville who formed a Whig administration and his Foreign 
Secretary Charles Fox, with William Wilberforce, all strong opponents of the slave trade, 
led a campaign in both Houses of Parliament for support of a bill to abolish the slave 
trade. Grenville made a passionate speech to the House of Lords where he argued that the 
trade was “contrary to the principles of Justice, humanity and sound policy” and criticised 
fellow members for not having abolished the trade long ago.   
When the vote was taken the Abolition of the slave trade bill was passed in the House of 
Lords by 41 votes to 20. In the House of Commons it was carried by 114 to 15 and it 
became Law on 25th March 1807, eighteen years after the vote on the first Abolition bill 
introduced by William Wilberforce was defeated. In the Winter 1788/1789 session of the 
House of Commons Wilberforce presented his first Abolition Bill accompanied by an 
eloquent speech, which although greatly stirring the emotions of parliamentarians was not 
enough to bring an end to the trade. Further evidence was requested and so up to June 23, 
1789, nothing came of this bill. For two years the matter of hearing further evidence 
dragged on in the House.  In 1790 “the question was deemed to be taking too much 
parliamentary time. The matter of considering the requested further evidence was 
delegated to a Select Committee.  
 
The slave revolt in the French West Indian colony of St Domingue however, placed a 
serious damper on the issue.  Notwithstanding, Wilberforce reintroduced the debate in the 
House of Commons on April 18, 1791.  As to be expected the bill was defeated. A 
majority of 75 voted against it. Unrelentingly, Wilberforce reintroduced the bill on April 
2, 1792. Now public outrage to the trade had resurfaced and so was the feeling of the 
House. But this again was not enough to carry the bill. Henry Dundas suggested that the 
bill be amended to include the words “gradual abolition”. With this amended the bill for 
the gradual abolition of the slave trade was passed by 230 votes to 85. The final date for 
slave trading to remain legal was fixed at 1796. Parliamentary delay tactics –demand for 
further evidence – orchestrated primarily by the West India Interest -the pro-slavery 
lobby group in parliament - railroaded the law. It became clear that “gradual abolition” 
meant no abolition. The issue was to meet another set back, namely, preoccupation with 
war with France. Consequently, Interest in the abolition issue waned.  This remained so 
until the beginning of the 1800s which ushered in political changes which significantly 
affected the balance of power in parliament. These changes worked to the benefit of the 
abolitionists.  The House saw the entry of new Members of Parliament especially those 
from Ireland who were strong supporters of Abolition. Wilberforce again reintroduced 
the abolition bill in 1804 but as in former years it failed. It was again tabled in 1805 and 
yet again it was defeated, the eleventh time in fifteen years. Mass support for abolition 
was garnered in areas such as Yorkshire, Lancashire and London. The public’s response 
was overwhelming. The West India Interest sensing defeat counteracted by reviving its 
propaganda subcommittee aimed at mustering public support while the West Indian 
legislatures protested that popular pressure against slavery and the slave trade was a 
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serious deterrent to new capital investment. By 1806 there was wide manifestation of 
public opinion in favour of immediate abolition. Accordingly in June 1806 parliament 
was able to pass a resolution supporting abolition. In October of that same year the 
government called a general election and for the first time in the history of the abolition 
movement, the slave trade became a real issue. Public pressure against the slave trade 
was rife throughout Britain which greatly strengthened the abolitionist forces for the final 
push. “Every measure that invention or art could devise to create popular clamour was 
resorted to on this occasion. The Church, the theatre, the press, had laboured to create 
prejudice against the slave trade. All these with the formation of a new government under 
the leadership of Lord Grenville and his foreign Secretary Charles Fox both in favour of 
Abolition saw the success of the bill for the abolition of the British Atlantic slave trade in 
1807. 
  
The first time MPs who had promised to vote for abolition fulfilled their promise on 23 
February 1807 The Act was signed by King George III on March 25, 1807 to take effect 
in the colonies on January 1, 1808. The Jamaican Assembly dispatched a protest to the 
government denouncing abolition and requesting remedial legislation to save the colony 
from impending ruin.  
 

The Abolition of the Slave Trade Act (1807) 

The Act included 22 sections or clauses, the summary of each are listed below. The 
important first clause has been recorded  for reference. 

GEORGII III. REGIS CAP. XXXVI. 

An Act for the Abolition of the Slave Trade. [25th March 1807.] 

23. From May 1, 1807, the Slave trade shall be abolished. 
24. Penalty for trading in or purchasing Slaves, &c. £100 for each Slave. 
25. Vessels fitted out in this Kingdom or the Colonies, &c. for carrying on the Slave 

Trade shall be forfeited. 
26. Persons prohibited from removing as Slaves Inhabitants of Africa, the West 

Indies, or America, from one Place to another, or being concerned in receiving 
them &c. 

27. Vessels employed in such Removal, &c. to be forfeited, as also the Property in the 
Slaves. 

28. Owners, &c. so employed to forfeit £100 for each Slave. 
29. Subjects of Africa, &c. unlawfully carried away and imported into any British 

Colony, &c. as Slaves, shall be forfeited to His Majesty. 
30. Insurances on Transactions concerning the Slave Trade not lawful. Penalty £100 

and treble the Amount of the Premium. 
31. Act not to affect the trading in Slaves, exported from Africa in Vessels cleared on 

or before May 1, 1807, and landed in the West Indies by March 1, 1808, &c. 
32. Silver taken as Prize of War, or seized as Forfeitures how to be disposed of. 
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33. Bounty to be paid for such Slaves to the Captors in the Manner Head Money is 
paid under 45G.3.C.72. So as the Sums shall not exceed the Rates herein 
mentioned. 

34. Certificates to be produced to entitle to Bounty. 
35. Doubts of Claim to Bounty to be determined by the Judge of Admiralty. 
36. On Condemnation of Forfeitures of Slaves for Offences against this Act, the Rates 

herein mentioned shall be paid, &c. 
37. Counterfeiting Certificates Felony. 
38. Penalties and Forfeitures how to be recovered and applied. 
39. 4G.3.C15. 
40. Seizures may be made by Officers of Customs or Excise, &c. 
41. Offences to be inquired of as if committed in Middlesex. 
42. His Majesty may make Regulations for Disposal of Negroes after the Expiration 

of their Apprenticeship. 
43. Negroes enlisted in His Majesty's Forces not entitled to the Benefits of limited 

Service, &c. 
44. General Issue may be pleaded. 

Section 1 George III Cap XXXVI 

 I. Whereas the Two Houses of Parliament did, by their Resolutions of the tenth and 
Twenty-fourth days of June One Thousand eight hundred and six, severally resolve, upon 
certain Grounds therein mentioned, that they would, with all practicable Expedition, take 
effectual Measures for the Abolition of the African Slave Trade in such Manner, and at 
such Period as might be deemed advisable And whereas it is fit upon all and each of the 
Grounds mentioned in the said Resolutions, that the same should be forthwith abolished 
and prohibited, and declared to be unlawful; be it therefore enacted by the King’s most 
Excellent Majesty, by and with the Advice and Consent of the Lords Spiritual and 
Temporal, and Commons, in this present Parliament assembled, and by the Authority of 
the same, That from and after the First Day of May One thousand eight hundred and 
seven, the African Slave Trade, and all and all manner of dealing and trading in the 
Purchase, Sale, Barter, or Transfer of Slaves, or of Persons intended to be sold, 
transferred, used, or dealt with as Slaves, practiced or carried on, in, at, to or from any 
Part of the Coast or Countries of Africa, shall be, and the same is hereby utterly 
abolished, prohibited, and declared to be unlawful; and also that all and all manner of 
dealing, either by way of Purchase, Sale, Barter, or Transfer, or by means of any other 
Contract or Agreement whatever, relating to any Slaves, or to any Persons being removed 
or transported either immediately or by Trans-shipment at Sea or otherwise, directly or 
indirectly from Africa or from any island, Country, Territory, or Place whatever, in the 
West Indies, or in any part of America, not being in the Dominion, Possession, or 
Occupation of His Majesty, to any other island, Country, Territory, or place whatever, in 
like Manner utterly abolished, prohibited, and declared to be unlawful; and if any of His 
majesties Subjects, or any Person or persons resident within this United Kingdom, or any 
of the Islands, Colonies, Dominions, or Territories thereto belonging, or in His Majesties 
Occupation or Possession, shall, from and after the Day aforesaid, by him or themselves, 
or by his or their Factors or Agents or otherwise howsoever , deal or trade in, purchase, 
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sell, barter, or transfer, or contract or agree for the dealing or trading in, purchasing, 
selling, bartering, or transferring of any Slave or Slaves, or any Person or persons 
intended to be sold, transferred, used, or dealt with as a Slave or Slaves contrary to the 
Prohibitions of this Act, he or they so offending shall forfeit and pay for every such 
Offence the Sum of One hundred Pounds of lawful Money of Great Britain for each and 
every Slave so purchased, sold, bartered, or transferred, or contracted or agreed for as 
aforesaid, the One Moiety thereof to the Use of His Majesty, His Heirs and Successors, 
and the other Moiety to the Use of any Person who shall inform, sue, and prosecute for 
the same.   

 It was indeed a long and arduous struggle to bring an end to this most barbaric trade. 
Many factors coalesced to make it happen. 

 
The Atlantic slave trade became an extremely lucrative trade for Europeans between the 
late fifteenth to the late nineteenth centuries. Britain became on of the leading 
beneficiaries of this trade in human beings. Ships left British ports such as Bristol and 
Liverpool laden with goods including firearms, gun powder, metals, alcohol, cotton 
goods, beads, mirrors knives, these goods were exchanged for slaves –people who had 
been captured in local tribal wars and who had been taken prisoners especially for this 
trade. The slaves were then tightly packed and chained down in the hold of the slave 
ships. They had little space to move about and were given very little exercise.  By the 
mid 1700s British slave ships were carrying over 50,000 slaves per year.  
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Figure 1- Diagram of the hold of the Slave ship “Crookes” – Sketched by Thomas 
Clarkson.  
 
  Slaves who survived the trip across the Atlantic-the “middle passage” were sold through 
auction to planters in the West Indies and the Southern colonies of British North America 
namely, Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia, where they produced goods such as cotton, 
sugar, coffee, rum, tobacco - demanded in Europe. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Slave Auction  
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 These goods produced by the enslaved people were shipped back to Britain where they 
were manufactured or refined and then sold domestically or exported at a profit. Few 
people knew about or concerned themselves with the horrors of either the slave trade or 
Caribbean slavery or how captured Africans were murdered at sea.  
 
In fact before the second half of the eighteenth century Philosophers and religious 
authorities defended slavery and other forms of human bondage as being justified by 
tradition and scripture. After 1760, however most enlightened advocates in France and 
England began to condemn slavery as an unnatural and evil system that needed to be 
abolished. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) argued that there was no such thing as a 
right to own slaves. The French priest Abbé Raynal  (1713-1996) was of the view that 
“Liberty is  the right which nature has given to everyone to dispose of himself according 
to his will.” But what brought the issues to public awareness in Britain most forcefully 
was the story of the slave ship “Zong”.  
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 In November 29,  1781 near the end of a long voyage from Britain to Africa to Jamaica, 
the captain of the slave ship “Zong” Luke Collingwood  after tightly packing on more 
slaves than they had room for lost seven white men and sixty African slaves  due to 
disease and malnutrition. Recognising that profits would be significantly reduced with 
these deaths and that insurance compensation could not be claimed under such 
circumstances  to make up for the loss in deaths, Collingwood took the decision to throw 
the remaining 133 slaves over board. By so doing the ship owners could claim insurance 
compensation since  under British law  if the slaves which were regarded as merchandise 
were thrown over board while still alive for the safety of the ship it would be under the 
responsibility of the underwriters. Under the law, 
“The insurer takes upon him the risk of the loss, capture, and death of slaves, or any other 
unavoidable accident to the; but natural death is always understood to be expected: by 
natural death is meant, not only when it happens by disease or sickness, but also when the 
captive destroys himself through despair, which often happens: but when slaves are 
killed, or thrown into the sea in order to quell an insurrection on their part, then the 
insurers must answer.”  
 

 
 
Figure 4: Crew on the Zong  throwing slaves overboard. 
 
For three days Collingwood and his crew threw the 133 slaves into the sea. One managed 
to escape drowning by climbing back into the ship. The insurance company challenged 
the case when the claim was made and the matter was brought before the court. As to the 
matter of the enslaved passengers, no one on the “Zong” was prosecuted for murder of 
the enslaved people. The deliberate drowning of the slaves was seen as a non-issue in the 
matter. The London court which heard the case ruled that the issue was a matter between 
an insurance company and a client and the Judge declared that the drowning of the 
enslaved was “Just as if horses were killed.”  Moved by this incident and outraged by the 
callous manner in which the death of the enslaved was treated, several persons including 
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leaders of institutions such as universities in Britain became sensitised to the horrors of 
slavery and the horrific nature of the slave trade and made the decision to agitate for the 
abolition of the slave trade. Thus began the formation of anti-slavery organisations, and 
with these the  relentless and intense struggle and grim determination of many 
individuals/humanitarian all with a single aim that of brining an end to the slave trade and 
slavery.    
 
 
It was in reaction to the “Zong” tragedy, that the vice chancellor of Cambridge 
University, an anti slave trade advocate, chose as the topic for the 1785 MA Latin essay 
contest at Cambridge “Anne liceat invitos in servututm dare?” The English translation:  
“Is it lawful to make slaves of others against their will?” 
 
Thomas Clarkson a MA student at Cambridge University, who had previously won that 
University’s BA essay competition, entered the contest. This was to change his life. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure: Thomas Clarkson 
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He plunged into his research “with vigour and meticulous care and mounting passion. 
Drawing on the vivid experience of those who had seen the unspeakable cruelty of the 
slave trade first hand, Clarkson’s essay won the prize.”  But what he had learnt during 
this research, the awful visions of the traffic ion human lives troubled him greatly. This 
research was to change his life. Having been ordained a deacon he never sought to be 
ordained a priest, but instead dedicated his life to the abolition of the slave trade and 
slavery. He resolved that: “It was time some person should see these calamities to their 
end.”  He took up the challenge and risking everything including his life dedicated his life 
and work to the ending of slave trade and slavery. To sensitise the people of Britain to the 
brutality, inhumanness of the slave trade Clarkson translated his prize winning essay 
from Latin into English and supervised its distribution by the tens of thousands. 
 
 
On May 22, 1787 he with eleven others including Granville Sharp and six Quakers, a 
group that had already embraced anti-slavery sentiments since 1783, met in a Print shop 
in London to map out a course of action to bring an end to this horrific trade in slaves. 
This was the establishment of The Committee for the Abolition of the Slave Trade later, 
The Society for the Abolition of the African Slave Trade, which came under the leadership 
of Clarkson. He became the mobilizer, the energiser, fact finder and the very conscience 
of the movement.” Clarkson became friendly with William Wilberforce MP and he it was 
who first proposed that Wilberforce become the movement’s voice in Parliament. 
Although Wilberforce has been given much credit, and rightly so, for successfully 
charting the abolition bill through parliament, too much credit cannot be given Clarkson. 
It was Clarkson who crisscrossed the British Country side logging over 35,000 miles on 
horseback gathering information. He visited all major seaports especially Bristol and 
Liverpool seeking first hand evidence of the facts and horrors of the trade.  This  
information he passed on to Wilberforce for use in Parliament. He helped organise 
boycotts of the West Indian rum and sugar produced by slave labour. He gave lectures 
and sermons. He wrote many articles and at least two books. He helped British seamen 
escape from the slave-carrying ships they were pressed into against their will. He filed 
murder charges in courts to draw attention to the actions of fiendish slave ship captains. 
He convinced witnesses to speak. He gathered testimony, rustled up petition signatures 
by the thousands and smuggled evidence under the very noses of his adversaries. His live 
was threatened many times, and once surrounded by an angry mob he nearly lost it.  
Clarkson meticulously drew the hold of the slave ship “Crookes” depicting how hundreds 
of slaves were crammed like sardines in horrible conditions for the “middle passage.” It 
was at his instigation that this diagram became a tool in the abolition debate and which 
proved to be pivotal in winning the public. To further aid the cause he with the 
Committee enlisted Josiah Wedgewood, the famed potter, to produce the famous 
medallion of a kneeling enslaved black man in chains uttering; “Am I not a man and a 
brother?” These were distributed throughout Britain. 
Relentlessly Clarkson and the Committee kept spreading the message. The effort paid off. 
The tide of public opinion swung and the trade in human cargo was outlawed.  
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With the slave trade battle won Clarkson turned his attention to the abolition of slavery 
wherever it existed.  
 
On the final passing of the Bill for the Abolition of the Slave Trade, March, 1807, 
William Wordsworth wrote this Sonnet dedicated to the indefatigable Thomas Clarkson, 
a deacon of the Church of England and dubbed “the friend of slaves”: 

Clarkson! it was an obstinate Hill to climb: 
How toilsome, nay how dire it was, by Thee 
Is known,—by none, perhaps, so feelingly; 
But Thou, who, starting in thy fervent prime, 
Didst first lead forth this pilgrimage sublime, 
Hast heard the constant Voice its charge repeat, 
Which, out of thy young heart’s oracular seat, 
First roused thee.—O true yoke-fellow of Time 
With unabating effort, see, the palm 
Is won, and by all Nations shall be worn!  
The bloody Writing is for ever torn,  
And Thou henceforth wilt have a good Man’s calm,  
A great Man’s happiness; thy zeal shall find 
Repose at length, firm Friend of human kind! 
William Wordsworth 

 
 
Other stalwarts –humanitarians- in the struggle included William Wilberforce MP, the 
voice of the abolitionist movements in Parliament; Granville Sharp; James Stephen; the 
Rev James Ramsay, former Rector in the West Indies, who made public the slaver 
atrocities he saw and who was hounded to death by malicious accusations. Zachary 
Macauley who in his zeal for abolition, took passage on an African slaver so that he 
might witness firsthand the horrors of the slave trade. His research on the slave trade and 
slavery  was so  extensive that abolitionist saw him as an authority. 
  
Apart from the scores of anti-slavery societies and religious organisations there were 
other groups including The Clapham Sect. This was a group of twelve influential and 
wealthy evangelical Anglicans who used their wealth and influence in their fight against 
slavery and the slave trade. Under the leadership of Rev. John Venn, rector of Clapham 
this group included, Rev Thomas Gisbourne; Charles Grant, Business administrator; 
Zachary Macauley, Colonial Governor and estate manager; Hannah Moore, educator and 
playwright; Granville Sharp, Lawyer and  administrator; Sir William Smith, 
Parliamentarian;  James Stephen,  Master of Chancery; Lord Teignmouth (John Shore) 
Governor General of India; Henry Thornton, Banker; and William Wilberforce, 
Parliamentarian. These persons with strong religious persuasion and anti slavery 
sentiments combined their efforts and their wealth to create public opinion and exert 
pressure on the government on the issue of abolition. They educated the public by writing 
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letters, spearheading petition drives, distributing pamphlets, and making public speeches 
to sensitise people on the question of slavery.    
There was also the Oxford movement comprising of Oxford University professors. All 
working assiduously determined to see an end to slavery and the slave trade.  

There are historians who argue most forcefully that economics rather than 
humanitarianism informed British Parliamentarians in abolishing the slave trade. The 
British slave trade was developed and thrived during the era of Mercantile Capitalism or 
monopoly capitalism. Under mercantilism each nation’s government became intimately 
involved in the economy of the country. Foreign and colonial trade was seen as integral 
to a country’s development and sovereignty consequently all attempts  were made 
through legislation namely the navigation laws, to restrict and control trade. Merchant 
traders as a consequence were given a monopoly on trade. British merchant traders 
determined the direction of British economy and society.  This arrangement or restrictive 
policy on trade was seen by economists from as early as the mid eighteenth century as 
counter productive and did nothing but to retard economic growth and development. 
They advocated for governments non interference in economic life and free and 
unrestricted trade. Adam Smith in his Wealth of Nations published in 1776 was among 
the first to denounce the mercantile system and advocated free trade. Coinciding with this 
call was the industrialisation of Britain and with it the rise of large/powerful industrialists 
who saw mercantilism as stifling their economic development. Britain could not utilise 
all their new inventions and innovations they needed a market overseas. Further they 
were producing en mass for the wider Europe and indeed the world. As Eric Williams 
puts it “ Britain industrialists were making the world her footstool.” Mercantilism was 
counter to their economic development. At the same time sugar cane producers in 
Britain’s Asian possessions who were using more or less free labour were not given any 
preferential treatment on tariffs duties on their sugar shipped to Britain. The older British 
Caribbean possession did enjoy this privilege. The Asian producers were at a 
disadvantage whereas they had to pay wages while the British Caribbean producers used 
enslaved persons and so paid no wages, they had to pay duties while the British 
Caribbean producers paid none. British Caribbean producers  had an unfair advantage 
over other producers. These new groups, the industrialists and Sugar producers in the 
East Indies were dissatisfied with the current economic system as it operated and 
advocated for change. The East Indian producers wanted equity either the abolition of 
slavery in the West Indies or an abolition of tariffs on East Indian goods. The 
industrialists wanted a freeing up of markets. In fact slave societies in which their was a 
bulk of unused or surplus labour the demand  it was thought for new labour saving 
devices was extremely low. It was the general view that the enslaved working against 
their will without any incentive had to be fully employed failing which they would 
become idle and have time to plot revolts. Further with the bulk of population were not 
wage earners, without purchasing power could not buy the produce of the industrialists. 
Slavery and societies of enslaved persons could not be attractive to industrialists. These 
two new groups were of necessity disenchanted and dissatisfied with mercantilism, 
slavery and the slave trade. Given  their economic position they were soon represented in 
parliament where they became highly vocal in pressing demands for and brining an end 
to the archaic economic system. �
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Undoubtedly several factors,  including the efforts and philanthropy of the  Saints or 
Humanitarians, the role of British Parliamentarians, British Public Opinion –popular 
extra –parliamentary pressure after 1792 and Economic and political shifts all coalesced 
to bring about this victory in 1807. 

Indeed in an age of enlightenment, of religious and moral zeal, of political  and economic 
shifts the slave trade and slavery had become untenable.  
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