Hidden Chains, John Charlton
Good evening everyone and thanks very much for coming, particularly on what has turned out to be a rather unpleasant evening. I hope it doesn’t continue to be unpleasant. Although you might find that my opening remarks, whilst in themselves not unpleasant, are about unpleasant things.
We’ll just start here, with this piece. It is a figurine which some of you may recognize. It’s early Chinese porcelain from Wallington Hall. If you go up to Wallington, and after you’ve taken in the beauty of that site go into the house. As soon as you’re into the front door and you turn left into the entrance hall, you see there a massive cabinet of china. There are over 300 pieces and that’s one of them. Most of those 300 pieces are a single collection brought to Wallington on the marriage of Sir John Trevelyan, the fifth Baronet, to his wife, Mary Wilson, the daughter of an extraordinarily rich London merchant. Part of her dowry, and I say a part of it, because dowries were very substantial things in those days, was that collection of china.
So that’s the first image to take on board. This is the second one. The china was brought to Wallington in the year 1791, on the marriage of Sir John. Four years later there was a great slave rebellion in the island of Grenada. The rebellion was put down with absolutely massive brutality, with scores and scores of deaths of Negro people. It should be said that a famous near-Northumbrian died there as well and he was not black. He was actually the Governor of Grenada, Ninian Home. You may remember the Prime Minister, the last Lord who was a Prime Minister, Sir Alec Douglas Home.  Ninian Home came from Paxton House, which is just over the border, in Berwickshire. But this image, unfortunately is not from that particular rebellion, because I couldn’t find one. But it’s from another part of the Caribbean. I use it to be illustrative of what I think is the very heart of the business that we’re talking about because I think those two images are centrally related to each other. They’re almost an umbilical cord if you like, because what is crossing that gap of 3,000 miles between Wallington and Grenada is sugar. Amounts of sugar which is just beyond belief, but turned into money are quite extraordinary. And the connection for me is quite simple really. That the wealth which is expressed in the cabinets of china is a direct result of the brutality needed to hold down enslaved people and force them to work.
And it’s a chilling thought isn’t it? When you think about it like this. The two things are of a piece. It’s inescapable. And that I think is the nub, really, of the story of slavery.
That’s a kind of prologue. And I want to move on now. Now I know some people who were here tonight were in an audience for a previous lecture I gave at the beginning of the Lit and Phil’s series of 13 lectures during the Remembering Slavery project in 2007. I thought when it happened it was a bit foolish to have accepted doing that lecture because when I started trying to do research on the Tyneside setting for slavery and abolition. I can tell you that on the night of the lecture it was ‘a „seat of the pants’ operation. Because of the little I knew at that time, I had found out that the Cadogan (Fenwick) family of Brinkburn Priory, near Rothbury, had owned over 1,000 slaves in Barbados. What else did I know? I had discovered that the only  building left, on the riverside west of the Guildhall, had probably once been a sugar house.
I’d also found from the trade directories of Newcastle in the 1790s, the fact that there had been, in the Sandhill area of Newcastle, five coffee houses. And from wider reading on the slavery question I’d known that coffee houses were another kind of symbol of the slavery business in that in coffee houses people consumed tea, coffee, and  chocolate and  that those drinks, because they had been bitter in their natural form, required sweetening and therefore also required sugar. And it was in the coffee houses where business was done. The coffee houses were the  centres for the merchants’ business operations. 
And I managed to pad it out in all kinds of ways, some of which might have been interesting; about the role of the Guildhall, and Newcastle’s business, the role of the Mayor, all of that sort of stuff. But, frankly, very little.
But I had already joined a project. And this project was an archive mapping project. And the consortium that had launched this had appointed Sean Creighton from London who turned out to be, in organisation terms a bit of a genius. He was just very, very good, firstly at bringing volunteers together who would start the job of doing deep searches of the archives of the region. But more than that, he was also very good in setting up a recording system so that any fragments of evidence that came to light would be usefully stored and accessible. 

This is how searches took place. In the archives, you looked for specific words: these are called, keywords in archive parlance.  If you were fortunate, they’d appear in the electronic version of the archives catalogues but if you weren’t you would look at the masses and masses of paper archives, which had been accumulating since the year dot. And every time any of these words cropped up, you v rapidly filled one of these standard forms. You converted them electronically. And before long you actually had your own archive, really, of the slavery business and the abolition business and by July of 2007, we’d accumulated over 1,000 instances of links between the North East of England and the slavery business.
And that was pretty staggering. Because we’d had started off with rather modest objectives; we didn’t know what we’d find. We were both optimistic but also careful and cautious. And I remember one discussion up at the famous table in the Lit & Phil where people drink tea and coffee during the mornings. I remember one discussion with local historians and I sort of mumbled that I was doing a bit work on slavery. “Ah, slavery! Where?”
“In, erm, Tyneside”
“Tyneside?”
“There’s been no slavery here. You’ll get that on a postage stamp.”
So that’s what we were faced with at the very beginning. There were other little obstacles in the way too. There was what you might call a real obstacle: that the North East geographically sits facing Scandinavia, the Baltic, and Northern Europe. Not the Caribbean. Not the Western Atlantic where the sites of slavery were.  And a related problem was that the known economy of the North East was largely based upon coal. And the wealth of the North East was apparently derived largely from coal. Now both of those things might have sort of sat in what you might call the negative box; how are you going to relate those to the Atlantic?
Well, there was another little thing which I must retell about these early days.  We were also encountering and discussing with a lot of people what I like to call „Geordie Exceptionalism‟ – you know how we’re al different; we’re different from those folks. Well, people would say, “There couldn’t have been any slavery here. I mean, we’re not like that – we’re not that kind of people. We couldn’t have been connected with slavery”. And genuinely people did say that and they had that kind of belief. But there was a sort of contradictory bit in that because people would say, “Well, I don’t think the slaves had such a bad time compared with the pitmen.” Well, there’s an argument and discussion about that. And
I’m not going to go into it tonight but there is an interesting discussion about pitmen’s conditions? And nobody should think for a minute because you’re engaged in the exploration of slavery connections that you think that the pitmen of Northumberland and Durham had an easy time because the opposite is true of course; they were next door to being slaves – they were wage slaves. However, those are some of the prejudices that you had to face.
So, we’d made what I’d call this modest start. And I made it as well, actually, because I was also cautious if that’s a word that I can ever use to describe myself because I tend to do things, before I’ve thought about them [laughs]. And getting involved with this was doing something before I had thought about it. My guts told me, my emotions told me that I wanted to be involved in it. But if you’re going to write history, one of the first things you do as a historian, is that you survey what has already been written on a subject; you look at what we call the secondary sources. So this is what I did. I started to look at every history of the North East of England that I could put my hands on. And I think I’ve looked at every history that’s ever been written about the North East of England.

But in case you think that’s a very big task, it’s not that big a task. Because there haven’t been that many big histories of the North East of England. Well, I did not find in any one a single reference to slavery, a single reference to connections with the Caribbean. Not a single one. Occasionally the word „Carolina‟ would pop up in histories – it would be about, you know, courageous North Easterners who had ventured to Carolina. But the fact that Carolina was a slave economy, a plantation economy just never cropped up; it wasn’t there at all.
If you turn to the question of abolition – a similar picture – very, very little. There’s one distinguished exception to that; that is the biography, written by Stephen Harbottle, a decade or more ago (which is still available, Lit & Phil published it in 1997) about the life of the founder of this institution, The Reverend William Turner. Now there’s no question, the Reverend William Turner should be everybody’s
hero because he was a great figure in this town.  He had interests in all kinds of things including the founding of this place and the founding of the Natural History Society. He was also interested in the conditions that miners were suffering down the pits. Almost - you name it - Turner was involved. His portrait’s on the stairs, go out and have a look at it when you leave.
Turner was deeply involved in the campaign for the abolition of slavery. And he was involved from his arrival in town in 1782, when he was 21 and appointed Minister of the New Unitarian Church till he was almost carried out in 1846. A long, long and fantastically active and courageous and a great life. But that was the only one. There was nothing else. That was it.
I want to make reference now, just before I move into some more substantial things about the connections, to the people have been working on the project. Now I mentioned, I think I mentioned, the word „volunteers‟. These are the people who came together, organised by Sean Creighton. The great thing here is that every one, probably every one of the volunteers started their interest seeing themselves as people who were going to look at the archives, dig stuff out and place it in a position for other people to use. And a lot of that is true. But is what is great about it is none of these people, none were professional historians. None of them had much of a writing background, I think it’s fair to say. But already five of them have actually produced work of their own on slavery and abolition in the North East of England.
I’m now going to move into looking at two broad themes: one the business of slavery and the other o the business of abolition. I started by saying that one of the problems really was what we call the coal economy and unpicking the coal economy and trying to understand if the coal economy itself might have articulated with the question of slavery is something that we wanted to do. And I think it comes in at 2 levels.
The first level is this. In the 18th Century and probably till round about the early middle part of the 19th Century, the Great Northern Coalfield was the most important coal producing area in the whole of the world. It was certainly one of the most important revenue raising industries in Britain. And when you realise how it worked it begins to fit our picture. It was run in this area by a bunch of merchants. Ha, they didn’t dig the coal, when I talk about them being „coalmen‟, so far as I know none of them ever put a sack of coal on their backs. But they were definitely coal men. The key merchants. Not only did they run the coal industry, they ran the town, they ran the area. They stopped other people doing things that they didn’t want them to do. They were dictators really, business dictators. They were answerable to no-one, apart from themselves, their families and so on.
But they operated on a sort of cord. And I’ve already used that metaphor once and perhaps it’s overused. But a sort of umbilical cord. And I’ll explain why I mean that. A two-way one between themselves and the London Merchant community. Some of them operated happily in both. Some of them had interests in London and interests in Newcastle. They were part of the Great London Coal Exchange. Now because coal was so deeply significant, first to the growth of London as a massive town, as massive city, the biggest city in the world, perhaps, possibly not as big as what was then the capital Japan but certainly, undoubtedly the biggest city in the western world. And coal was central to it. It was central to the growth of London because it fired the domestic hearths and enabled London to grow from an economy where domestic fuel was timber and it could go on growing and growing and growing. And it did during that period. And it was fueled by the pitmen on the North East. And the relationships built between these merchants were extremely close. The merchants didn’t marry each other of course, ha, but the families connected. The families on both ends of this cord connected.
And it’s going to need a lot more research, this particular business, by the way, but when you think, that the country we’re talking about in the 18th Century, is the centre of a world Empire, it begins to make sense that the sort of connections we’re talking about are going to be international. That’s one layer.
But there’s a direct layer too. From round 1740, a Newcastle coal merchant called Ralph Carr, whose family are still around here as the Carr-Ellisons, who live up at Hedgeley, north of Morpeth. Ralph Carr had a brainwave. His brainwave was: you might be able to make a bit of money by taking your coal, not only to Northern Europe and the Baltic but maybe even across the Atlantic. Why would he think that?
Well, why he would think that, is that what was happening on the other side of the Atlantic, in the period we’re talking about, was the massive growth of the Colonies, the British Colonies in America. The big towns like New York, Boston, Philadelphia were on enormous growth track. They had used timber to fuel their domestic hearthsbut eventually they run out of affordable timber. The timber
line goes back and back and back away from the urban area. And it becomes more sensible to bring coal from Newcastle to fuel your hearth in New York than it to bring timber from goodness knows where overland by the middle of the 18th Century.
Coal, of course, existed in infinite amounts in America but they didn’t know that then. The great coal fields of America – West Virginia, Pennsylvania and Ohio - were not then open. So Ralph Carr made this discovery.  Ralph Carr’s letterbooks, which exist in pristine condition up at Woodhorn, at the Northumberland Collections Service, and you find from them the story of these voyages to New York and Boston. But then, this is this strange one. They also went to Charleston. Now if you know anything about America you will know that Charleston’s a damn hot place. It’s in the American South.They do not normally need much domestic fuel. And you’ll also find that his boats went to Kingston, Jamaica, Grenada and Barbados. Now why did they want coal there? Why on earth did they want coal there? And the answer, of course, is they needed coal there to fuel the boilers. The sugar boilers.
Formerly they’d used brushwood; recycled cane. But the trouble with that was that it burned too quickly. Coal didn’t. It burned slowly. So coal became the fuel for the plantations, for the sugar plantations. And created great wealth for figures like Ralph Carr.
What did Ralph Carr bring back with him? Because he didn’t bring back empty ships, for empty ships were dangerous as well as expensive. He brought back pitch. He filled the boats up with pitch from Jamaica. What on earth did he want pitch for? Well it was great ballast for a start, because it was dense and heavy, but pitch was also very, very useful for a shipbuilding river, for the caulking for shipbuilding. And it was also important as a waterproofing for goods lying on quaysides. It is terrific, what looks like something really dead, pitch, is actually very alive in terms of making fortunes out of it. 
Now that coal story, direct coal exports from the Tyne and then the Wear to the New World went on through the 18th Century and into the 19th Century. And another figure who’ll crop up a little bit later in my talk, John Graham Clarke, had five ships going out of the Tyne in the 1790s, in the 1790s, carrying coal to Jamaica. So, coal isn’t unpromising, coal is central. Coal is an important part of the story.
In 1690, a Yorkshireman whose business interests were in London and Yorkshire, came to Sunderland but didn’t stay there very long moving to Whickham, west of Newcastle. He opened up a vast series of cottage iron works around Whickham, Swalwell and Winlaton. This was Ambrose Crowley. Ambrose Crowley, his son, and his grandson, made a great fortune out of the work people who were assembled there to make iron goods. These are a list of Crowley goods, iron goods, from the Crowley warehouses. These are lists come inventories complied at the death of Ambrose Crowley the Elder’s grandson, John Crowley, who died in 1739. And they have sat for a very long time in the Suffolk County Archives and we found them there. The first part of the list features common iron goods which would be useful anywhere in the home, in a domestic situation, on the land, and in whatever class of industry there was in that period.
But when you move to the second collection of items, these are very, very specific. These are South Sea hatchets. ‘[South Sea’ was the euphemism for the slavery business.  And the South Sea Company was the company of which Ambrose Crowley was one of the founding fathers in 1711. And here you’ll see South Sea axes in 3 sizes, 4 dozen Virginia narrow hoes, 5 dozen broad Virginia hoes. And it goes on through the goods for the slavery business in the Caribbean and it ends here quite dismally doesn’t it? Locks for negroes‟ necks, shackles, billboes, port shackles, chains and branding irons and then the initials of the planters for whom they were made. This is a direct connection both in material goods but also in the finance because Crowley was a financier. He was a merchant as well as an iron man.
One thing I want to mention here is the question of the seamen because slave ships, and merchant ships, trading in the Caribbean were manned by working men. And large numbers of those working men came from this area. And you would ask why wouldn’t they? I mean the was called the seamen’s nursery, meaning that the merchant ships from the North East, and particularly the coal trade supplied the Royal Navy with, usually, pressed servicemen, but servicemen in vast numbers. There were 400 colliers going out of the Tyne and Wear and the Blyth, all of these local rivers to London but also to many other places, including, as I’ve just said the Atlantic and the Caribbean. And they all had seamen on them.
And it was both an exciting life and a boring life. And the seamen who survived their apprenticeships. Usually, or many of them, would want to go elsewhere. They’d had enough. They’d had enough of the North Sea. Why wouldn’t they have had enough of the North Sea? What a sea! [LAUGHS] Mind, they hadn’t faced the Atlantic then! But of course this is what they did. They were labourers. They were labourers on the water, the seamen. And they were up for whatever was going. Sometimes they did it because they had a sense of adventure - they want to do something new. Sometimes they did it because there was a bit of a depression or when the Royal Navy wasn’t taking on ratings and they’d go to the slaveships because they thought where the money was. 
But we’re also rewarded by a most amazing autobiography, which has come to light. It is by a South Shields seaman called William Richardson who was born in 1765. When he was 11 he joined up as an apprentice on a coalship. During his apprenticeship he served in the Mediterranean, during winter incidentally. Because the owners of the ships didn’t like the idea at all of getting frozen into the River Tyne or the River Wear which is what the fate often was. They wanted to carry on doing business. So at the end of their last December voyage, to avoid the icing up of the Tyne, they would head off to the Mediterranean. The point about that is that these men were gaining what you might call an international view. An international perspective. It sort of melts their localism, their parochialism. And they become international working men. That’s what they were. And many of them went on slave ships. William Richardson did.
And he tells the story in graphic detail. He’s not necessarily much against the slave trade although he makes some telling remarks about it. And particularly telling remarks about the Negroes on the journey. He tells that. That is explored I can tell you quite fully in the book [Hidden Chains]. But it’s another North East link, you see, the seamen are a link. And I’ve have no doubt at all, by the way, that when they were on leave, when they came back, if they survived, if they survived. The bars in South Shields, the bars along the Tyne, the communities they worked in, they would tell their stories. Seamen are noted for it anyway, aren’t they? They’d tell their stories. People would know. It would filter through into the local populations around here. People would know damn well about the stories of slavery. The stories of the slavery business.
Right, onto another area completely. A couple of interesting fellows. The man standing there, looking pretty arrogant has some reason to be arrogant. These young men have just graduated from Christchurch, Oxford in 1768 and they're about to embark, we're told, on a Grand Tour. And that meant, well, you know what it meant, The Grand Tour. It meant Europe, it meant all the great archaeological and historic sites of Europe. This man after crossing the Channel took three months out of the tour to visit the French military academy at Caen to study gunnery.

In 1777, he became second in command to George Washington in the Continental Army, fighting the British for control of North America. His name was Charles Coatsworth Pinkney. I'll return to him in a minute.
But who's the other figure here? Now this is another very familiar name in this region. This is Matthew White Ridley. He was already was living at Blagdon, and very, very soon he was to succeed his own father as Member of Parliament for Newcastle and ultimately his son was to succeed him as Member of Parliament for Newcastle.
These are people who were deeply entrenched, of course, into the British Elite. These are key, he is a really key player in the whole of the Northern region in land, and coal and in import and export. We haven’t found a direct connection with slavery but this youthful  relationship is interesting. In addition to being a General in the Continental Army, Charles Coatsworth Pinckney was a Carolina rice and sugar planter
He became one of the two first senators to the new American Senate 1787 and a lawyer who handled a post-war case to attempt to restore plantations in Georgia to the son in law of John Erasmus Blackett of Newcastle. What were his connections with the North East? His grandfather was Thomas Pinckney of Bishop Auckland who married a North Durham woman, Mary Coatsworth, one of the Coatsworth, coalmining, coal owning and land owning families in North Durham.But the fascinating thing is his North East connections are not limited to that. They're much wider. Also around about 1700, a Robert Johnson, a gentleman from Kibblesworth, Gateshead travelled out to Carolina, acquired some land, we don't know quite how, and he too became a planter, a sugar planter in the area of Charleston. Subsequently he became the Governor of Carolina and had coonection through marriage to the Pinckneys.
Another family, not with North East connections initally, the Steads from Lincolnshire went out at a similar time. And then by some mystery, which we haven't sorted out, Benjamin Stead Jnr, owned a small estate adjacent to the great Blackett estate at Matfen, just West of Newcastle. And Benjamin Stead married John Erasmus Blackett’s daughter Patience. Blackett was a central figure in Newcastle business at the end of the 18th Century. Here is a fascinating revelation.  More than twenty letters have survived from Stead and his wife in Carolina to Blackett sin Newcastle. They had where gone there in 1784, after the war was over, to attempt to get his estate back from the American government which had impounded it on the grounds that he was a Loyalist who had was apparently a Loyalist who had fled to Britain during the war. He had actually gone to college.
Now the interesting thing is that he wants his slaves back -– the British had released them. How dare they! You know? And he actually asks Blackett in a letter to seek restitution from the British government for the loss of his slaves. But he retains a family friend as his lawyer, to go to the Georgia (because they had them in both Georgia and Carolina) to go to the Georgia Supreme Court to argue his case. And who else would it be, but Charles Coatsworth Pinckney.
Now there are other relationships there but I'm not going to go into all of them. Because what I'm trying to emphasise here is the critical importance in this business of family. Family connection was terribly important and it's very interesting that there should be so many elite figures in Carolina  (Virginia and Maryland) who hailed originally from this area, which, don't forget, faces East, faces the Baltic, faces Scandinavia. But it's there. And why is it there?
Well, I think this is an important thing to say about the 18th Century. We would naturally think that in that period people lived in villages, they were a bit isolated from one another. They probably couldn't understand each other if they crossed the parish line almost because accent and dialect were so strong. Well that is true for 95% of the society but there is one small section of the society and they're not like that at all. They're national and international in their breadth and these are the gentry. The gentry operate in many different places geographically and probably one of the best examples of this is the Trevelyan family where we started this story. Now the Trevelyans, the owned vast estates in many places Nettlecombe in Somerset, Cornwall and London as well as Wallington The Trevelyan provided politicians, Members of Parliament, naval officers, generals who marched the Empire, sailed the Empire. These are international figures. But they're national figures and international figures. And this is what's so important when we look at this business, the slavery business. The connections cross what you might call the regional and county boundaries. But the people who live here and are part of the gentry are deeply into the business because they marry other people who are.
And the reason that the Trevelyan were, are key figures in this story is that in 1755 Sir John Trevelyan, the 4th Baronet, married a Lusia Maria Simond. She was the daughter of the major planter in Grenada. He was French in origin and Grenada had been taken in the Seven Years War from the French. And the Trevelyan inherited the Simond Holdings in Grenada. How do we know about that?
We would hardly know it from the Trevelyan papers. The Trevelyan papers sit in the Robinson Library Special Collections. And they were handed to that library very dutifully by Sir Charles Trevelyan in the 1950s. When the Slavery and Emancipation Bill went through the Houses of Parliament in 1833, the government kindly put two codecils to the Act. I'll only mention one of them.
It was that the slave owners should be compensated to the tune of £25 million for the loss of their property: the slaves. Now this was known at the time. And the abolitionists made a fuss about it. But what was not known to the abolitionists at the time was how the £25million was divided up. And we have only know that in very, very recent times. What was required of each planter, wherever he was in the Empire, was to submit a return to the Treasury where a small committee sat to assess the claims. The returns included the names, the name of the plantation, all the shareholders in the plantation, the number of slaves, their ages and their gender. So we have a real, fascinating body of statistical information that has now been digitised. And due to digitisation, we know that the Trevelyans, in 1837, because it took a while for the money to be processed, got £35,000 for the loss of their 'property' in Grenada.  £35,000 at modern prices is probably somewhere in the region of £2.5m – £3m. And it would certainly help the great renovations which were done to Wallington in the 1860s. And when you visit Wallington, you hear all about that but not how was it financed? Well, we cannot prove it.
But I can tell you another thing that we now know: when I said they lost their property, they didn't. They kept their estates. And they then employed very poorly paid share-cropping wagers to their former slaves. And carried reaping the benefits. We can't quantify this because their private accounts have never been opened to us.
But we also know that other families in the area also did the same thing. They got their compensation but then they carried on ownership. Charles Edward Trevelyan wrote in one letter to his mother, 1850, that his cousin George was still receiving £5,000 from the Grenada fund. So money was still coming in to them even though apparently, the slavery business was over. The slavery business wasn't over and it continued and it continued right into the 20th Century. And one of these gentlemen told me, only about two months ago, that he was receiving funds from the family's Barbados funds in 1992!
I want to move though to the second theme which is the question of abolition. There is very little research on abolition in this region. Now this is slightly odd, because what we know now is that many petitions were canvassed in this town. And we have records now of over 30 anti-slavery petitions between 1791 and 1837 and there hardly ever less than 500 signatures.

Sometimes there are as many as 6,000 signatories. So that is, you know, there were between five hundred and six thousand people repeatedly motivated to protest against slavery in this town. Yet it doesn't appear in the history books. 
But it was certainly known at the time and that’s the point. Unlike, possibly the slavery business, the abolition business, so to speak, was known at the time because the newspapers were absolutely crammed with it. The papers, the Newcastle Chronicle and the Newcastle Courant, the big newspapers of the day, carry verbatim accounts of great anti-slavery meetings. 
There were thousands of people signing petitions and hundreds of people attending meetings in many cases in the great Methodist chapels. So the abolition, there was certainly a lot going on there. But we need to know a bit more about it. We need to know a bit more about who the abolitionists were, what motivated them.
The leading lights of abolition were largely in Newcastle. One or two came from Sunderland and a small cluster from Darlington.. But it's basically the Northern part of the region. You just get a glimpse of who they are here. What have you got? You've got a banker, a merchant, an Anglican vicar, a manufacturer, a lawyer, a seaman-actor, a medic, a minister, another medic, a lawyer, male and female Quakers and the Lords Grey (the two Earl Greys). Those are identifiable people.
Now what do know about them? And how do we know about them? Well, these are the sort of things that we know about them. We know their names, we know their professions and we know their religious affiliations and in some of those cases we know a bit more.
But when we look at the religious affiliations, what we will find is that there are one or two evangelical Anglicans. There are a couple of Unitarians, a Baptist, a Methodist and the rest are Quakers.  Research shows that at any one time in the town, there might have been a total of about 100 Quakers and Unitarians together. Yet we're talking of petitions of several thousand people. And we're talking of what are clearly mass-meetings in the churches of hundreds of people. So those descriptions won't entirely work. We have to find another way of understanding who the abolitionists were.
This is the most famous of the churches, the Brunswick Chapel, which you know is still there today, just at the side of Fenwicks. I almost said at the back of Fenwick but it's a much more important place than Fenwicks of course! The Brunswick Chapel dates from 1823, which is the beginning of the real peak of the abolitionist moment. And in 1833 and 1837 we have records of meetings there of between six and seven hundred people. Stuffed to the rafters really, protesting against the slavery business.
Judging by the leaders they're all deeply middle class.  They are professional middle class. But if you're going to fill this place, who are you going to fill it with? The middle classes? If it's a Methodist chapel, it's clearly got to be people other than the middle class. Because the Methodist congregations were not uniformly middle class. Methodism was already a sort of three-way split. But each of the splits could measure their followers in hundreds.
But who were the bulk of the followers? The bulk of the followers were people like craftsmen, labourers, coal miners, seamen. That's where they had their strength. In what some people like to call the 'lower orders', whether that's the right term or not. So I think what we can see, really is, there are large numbers. Very large numbers of what we might call ordinary people, you know, people who are kind of nameless in history. People we don't know about. They were probably very articulate as a matter of fact. But they didn't write books. They didn't write poems. Some of them did - but they didn't on the whole. But what we're clear about really is, we're talking here about a mass-movement for abolition in this area. We are. There can be no doubt about that.
And there were other groups as well .I also have to talk about the Presbyterians. Because Presbyterianism was very strong in the town. We detected 16 Presbyterian congregations. '16?' you might say. There were only 25-30,000 people in the town. Well, of course, that story is a
story all of its own and I think it tells us something else about the movement for abolition. Presbyterians were noted really, for fighting with each other. Now, put it like this, it's sometimes said: One Presbyterians is a quiet man, two Presbyterians is an argument, three Presbyterians are two churches. [LAUGHTER] And this comes out of the history of Presbyterianism in 16th and 17th Century Scotland. Driven, really, by dissent. All kinds of dissent. And dissent really about who governs? Who rules? Whose church? Who are we? We're the democrats. And early democracy, in the 18th Century this was often a democracy mouthed by seamen, keelmen, people have come down from the Borders, come down from Scotland and were operating in this town. One of the greatest dissenters of all, Thomas Spence, who was fundamentally one the first articulate communists in English society. He was born here. His father was a member of one of the Presbyterian sects, the Presbyterian. And I think that these are people who feel oppressed and see other oppressed people as their friends and  allies. And I think this explains Presbyterian involvement and interest in the movement for abolition.
One other important bit of the abolition story is the question of the women. And this is so important, I think. Now this is a marvelous item from the Tyne and Wear Archives: 'The Ladies' Petition for the Immediate Abolition of West India Slavery. Now you will note, if you read down it, that it has been signed by 6,288 persons. Women by the way, because it was a women's petition. 6,000 women. And that asks a question. 6,000 women, hmmmm...How was that organised? Who organised it? How many people? The answer must be a lot of people. And we have one little glimpse of how it was done. It was done by door-to-door visits by women in pairs. But to get 6,000 in this town, in 1833, takes a bit of doing. So there must have been a lot of people. And there was indeed a Women's Anti-slavery Society. It was meeting in opposition to the wishes of their husbands who might have also been abolitionists but still believed that a woman's place was in the home. And I think that the abolitionist movement is one of the signal moments really for the emergence of independent political action by women and I think that's a really fascinating bit of the story about which there is a lot more to be told.
And there is this fantastic woman here who deserves a whole talk on her own. She is Elizabeth Pease. Elizabeth Pease came from Darlington, she was a Quaker. Her father was an iron founder and also a Member of Parliament. She was indefatigable in her pursuit of the abolition issue. She wrote about it, she organised around it. And she did something quite unforgiveable: she travelled around the country with a married man who was not her husband. Agitating. Agitating. That's what she was: she was an agitator. 
She married a man who was probably a free thinker. This led to her being excluded from the Quaker meeting in Darlington, her own home Quaker meeting. But this woman, actually, and this leads me to these two pictures. The first picture, here, which I think is such a beautiful picture. This comes from a massive portrait which I've decided to spare you tonight. 
She is then, I think, 33. This one comes from a bit later when she's in her late forties and was sick. She became quite ill but she must have had such tenacity because she went on to live to 92. And I think that was absolutely brilliant. But more to be said about Elizabeth Pease, as they say, at another time. 

The other little bit about the Abolitionist story which I want to pop in tonight is just this. It's The Americans, Wells Brown and Frederick Douglas. These two men visited the town more than once. And they were really affected by the abolitionists in this area. They were so welcomed. They were great speakers. That's the first thing. They could fill halls and they did. Wells Brown there, that's a poster from South Shields and he filled the hall in South Shields to hear him. You can see in their faces, these are good men actually. [LAUGHS] You think so? I think so. Both of them were ex-slaves. Their own narratives are quite unbelievable on their escape from slavery. Wells Brown dived into the Ohio River, escaped his Master. He swam the river. Quite a feat. Managed to scramble ashore. Somehow, who knows how, he met some Quakers, who scuttled him off to Boston where he was put on a ship and he came to England. He stayed in England for quite a while. Why didn't he go back? Well, if he had gone back he would have been seized and would have been returned to his master. Both of these men were able to stay and they were liberated and there was a massive debate about this. But they were liberated by members of the slavery society paying their masters for their freedom which was contradictory in many ways but it gave them a breathing space. And Frederick Douglas, particularly could go back to America and become, along with another figure

William Lloyd-Garrison, a white man. The two of them spoke for the anti-slavery movement  for the next 20 years in Britain and the USA.
Now to sum it up. There are a few interesting questions? Why did I find nothing in all those history books about the connections here? Well I think that part of it is probably coal, isn't it? It is probably about coal. It is probably that historians exploring the history of this area have focused on what was the central part of the economy. The coal economy. The miners from a radical point - people who want to pursue the lives of the oppressed followed the miners' stories and my goodness, what fantastic stories they are. And they need to be told over and over again. But it's easy to be blind when you're an historian And I tell a story against myself. I wrote an essay on a book, published in 2007 on the struggle for parliamentary democracy. I was assigned to write about the period from 1820-1840. I wrote it in 2006. And the book was published. And I went to the book launch. And the book launch took place in May of 2007. And I was slightly ashamed because I hadn't mentioned the abolition of slavery! And that's about being blind.  And historians have been blind, I think, to the importance of abolition and the massive involvement of people in the story? That's the thing about it, it's not just the odd few. It's not just a few dedicated people like the Quakers and the Unitarians, critically important though they were, because that it was a popular movement, on a very, very large scale.
There's another little thought, of course, which I think is worth pondering as well. It is that, we have a, some letters, actually if I'd had time to discuss Graham Clarke, I would have mentioned this. Because when Graham Clarke died, his will was challenged by his two sons. They had a quarrel. And one of the sons argued that his will was unfair because he'd written a codecil to his will when he was demented. And he wanted to challenge, to open it all. It's a great legal case. But we found in the letters a letter from a man you might know, who you might have glimpsed. Who stands on the staircase here, the first staircase, in a Roman toga. When you go out, have a look. This is James Losh. James Losh was at one time the Chairman of the abolition society in the town. He was a leading light of the Lit & Phil. He was a, you know, I suppose, generally speaking, a good guy. But the letter says, 'I spoke to my friend John Graham Clarke only last week and he seemed perfectly alive.' This is the lawyer speaking. John Graham Clarke was the biggest Newcastle owner of slaves known in this time. Clarke owned – how about this? Owned, or part-owned, 13 plantations in Jamaica. He owned the sugar house I mentioned and he owned the sugar house on the south bank of the Tyne in Hillgate, Gateshead. He owned five ships on the river which were going out with coal and bringing back sugar and anything else that could be brought back. A really big player. And the only truly West India Merchant, that's the word that was always given to these people, the only truly West India Merchant in the history of the North East.
Yet, somehow it seems that the social circles that these people operated in were such that you could sit next to your enemy. Do you know? You could have diametrically opposed views on the world but you could sit next together. It's interesting that isn't it? And maybe it explains why the slavery question has not been a prominent part of North East history. I'm sure it was much more difficult if you were an abolitionist in Bristol, or Liverpool. And it's an important part to draw the line under here is that when you're talking about the slavery question in the North East of England that we're not talking about Bristol. We're not talking about Liverpool. We're not talking about a town where Thomas Clarkson, the great anti-slavery man, was almost thrown in the River Mersey when he was campaigning. That didn't happen in Newcastle. He was feted in Newcastle. We're not talking about a town where routinely you could see black people being paraded through the streets in neck shackles. It's not Bristol. But what it is, it is an integral part of the economy of a growing Empire where slavery, was the economic underpinning of the growth of something called 'Britain's greatness'. And I'll stop there. [APPLAUSE]
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