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Introduction

Susan Finding

En dehors de la transformation que l’abolition de l’esclavage a opéré dans la vie de centaines de milliers d’asservis, la campagne pour l’abolition de la traite britannique organisée par la Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade qui commença en 1787 et fut la première du genre, fut le produit de son époque, celle de l’industrialisation, de la démocratisation de la culture et de la lecture, et des débuts de l’extension du vote et d’une période de réforme politique et sociale. Mais, dans plusieurs domaines, la campagne fut elle-même un moteur de cette évolution : elle fit partie des facteurs de la transformation sociale du Royaume-Uni, renforçant des tendances politiques nationales et internationales et accentuant l’émergence d’une nouvelle culture, d’un nouveau courant d’idées.

Le XVIIIe siècle libertin, où débauche et licence à la Hogarth furent la règle dans les cercles influents, cèda le pas à un XIXe siècle empreinte de censure, de moralisme et de réprobation, sentiments qui trouvèrent écho chez les classes moyennes ascendantes. La première campagne de commerce équitable (boycott de produits manufacturés produits par les esclaves : sucre, rhum et coton) fut accompagnée par la résurgence d’un puritanisme militant. La sainteté fut élevée comme valeur morale magnifiée par la renaissance des valeurs chrétiennes et l’adhésion des couches populaires – le Grand Reveil (The Great Awakening). En même temps s’opère un rejet de l’anglicanisme endormi et hypocrite de l’Establishment. La lutte contre l’esclavage fut la raison pour laquelle William Wilberforce fut « canonisé » par l’historiographie du XIXe siècle (on appela de leur vivant le groupe d’hommes graves et sans reproche, gravitant autour de l’église Holy Trinity à Clapham, les « Saints »). Ce ne fut pourtant pas la seule « mission » du parlementaire : il s’attribua lui-même la réformation des mœurs (manners) (Harris). Ainsi, Wilberforce se distingua comme le précurseur d’un nouvel esprit, d’une nouvelle génération d’hommes politiques, sobres, sérieux, intenses et profondément religieux.

À l’extérieur, les guerres et les renversements de l’ordre établi (Révolutions américaine et française, guerres napoléoniennes) en cette fin de siècle portèrent le débat sur des terrains plus vastes. Il n’était plus question de nombrilisme attentiste ou de protectionisme, mais de l’intérêt national et de la sécurité nationale, d’une politique étrangère moralisante et de l’identité même de la nation britannique (Harris). Toutefois, l’appartenance à la nation des membres noirs, au nom desquels on se battait, sembla rarement effleurer l’esprit des anti-esclavagistes (Kitson, Dresser, Curelly).


Une phrase du sermon de John Dore résume à elle seule les arguments de l’époque : « The very idea of trading the persons of men should kindle detestation in the breasts of MEN, especially of BRITONS – and above all of CHRISTIANS » [Dore : 14-18] Le triptyque – humanité, identité nationale et identité religieuse – se croise et s’entrelace dans grand nombre des sources citées, du témoignage d’Ouladah Equiano de 1789 (Currelly, Coleman) au roman d’Harriet Beecher Stowe de 1851-2 (Lowance) en passant par les prêches de quatre ministres baptistes au cours de la première campagne entre 1788 et 1792 (Briggs), les lettres indignées de Robert Hall au journal de Bristol (Whelan), l’intervention de poètes romantiques comme Coleridge, Southey et Cowper (Kitson, Coleman) et les préoccupations des femmes engagées dans la lutte (Midgley). Les dimensions humanistes, nationales et religieuses sont présentes dans l’ensemble des débats, tout au long des cinquante ans que dura cette campagne, dans le discours des anti-esclavagistes de toutes tendances, de toutes origines géographiques et sociales, mais aussi dans celui de leurs opposants, les défenseurs du statu quo et du maintien de l’esclavage et de la traite.

Les quatre sermons étudiés atteignirent une certaine notoriété, étant imprimés et distribués par le réseau actif d’imprimeries de l’époque mis à contribution pour réussir ce qu’on appellerait aujourd’hui « une stratégie de communication ». Ils témoignaient non seulement de la puissance de l’orateur, mais aussi de la force de la campagne organisée, de l’impact décuplé que pouvait avoir un sermon par sa reproduction, par sa lecture dans les foyers et par les réunions organisées par les comités anti-esclavagistes qui s’étaient multipliés à travers le pays (Midgley).

L'étendue de la campagne se mesura au nombre de villes citées dans ces quelques exemples. Les quatre prêches analysées par Briggs furent donnés à Maze Pond, Southwark (ou par un pasteur issu de cette communauté), au sud de la Tamise, et à Prescot Street au nord – tout près de là où se situaient les docks et le commerce triangulaire au départ de Londres, dans un rayon d’un kilomètre de George Yard, au cœur de la City, où le premier comité anti-esclavagiste fut établi début 17871 – et à Hull, ville natale et circonscription parlementaire de William Wilberforce entre 1780 à 1784.

La ville de Bristol, premier port esclavagiste britannique jusqu’au milieu du XVIIIe siècle quand Liverpool prit son essor, figure à plusieurs reprises dans les récits : comme point d’entrée d’une population noire, esclaves ou hommes/femmes libres (Dresser), comme plaque tournante de la traite triangulaire (Satchell), comme lieu privilégié d’enquête par Thomas Clarkson et comme centre actif d’un noyau d’anti-esclavagistes dès 1787 (Whelan), et d’action militante – le poète romantique Samuel Taylor Coleridge, qui affectionnait les séjours dans le Somerset et le Devon au sud de Bristol, y donna une conférence anti-esclavagiste en 1795 (Kitson).

Si le triangle de ports esclavagiste – Londres, Bristol, Liverpool – apparaît naturellement occuper le devant de la scène dans ces récits, les villes industrielles – Manchester, Leicester, Birmingham, Nottingham, Northampton et Leeds – figurent de façon récurrente dans l’organisation du soutien pour la campagne
parlementaire. L'étendue de ce soutien se mesure non seulement par les centaines de milliers de signatures récoltées par les nombreuses pétitions, et par le nombre de personnes qui participèrent à l’appel à boycotter le sucre – les « anti-saccharites » –, mais aussi par la multiplication de pamphlets, d’enquêtes, de livres, de sermons imprimés et distribués, ainsi que par l’étendue géographique et sociale de la campagne.

L'amalgame de ces phénomènes avec les idées et les arguments employés, la stratégie de communication adoptée et la tactique parlementaire utilisée eurent une telle ampleur que cette campagne fut, avec raison, considérée comme la première campagne d’opinion moderne [Brown (2006)]. « Abolitionism (…) helped to redefine the shape of British politics. » [Oldfield : 187] Elle contribua à faire basculer le pays de l’ère pré-industrielle et mercantile à celle de l’ère industrielle et impérialiste (Satchell, Harris). La lecture des articles aide à comprendre comment et pourquoi la campagne pour l’abolition de l’esclavage en Grande Bretagne fut si significative.



1 Jamaica Wine House, un lieu de rendez-vous d’affaires pour les armateurs et marchands d’esclaves, s’y trouve encore de nos jours.







The Black Presence in a Slaving Port: Bristol 1688-1835

Madge Dresser1


Bristolians had been engaged in trade with the West African coast since at least the 1500s. ‘Brize-yo’, literally ‘children of Bristol’, was reportedly the name first given to the English by the Neyo people of what is now the Ivory Coast. [Werner: 65-83] Bristolians were also involved in at least the early colonisation of the Caribbean and North America, and from the 17th century in the setting up of slave plantations there. British plantations initially depended on indentured and forced white labour from Bristol, the West Country and Ireland, but soon, enslaved Africans replaced them in vastly greater numbers. Bristol famously became Britain’s second slaving port for much of the 18th century, eclipsing even London and Liverpool in this regard during the 1720s and 30s. Yet despite transporting over half a million enslaved Africans to America from around 1698 to 1807, of whom an estimated 90,000 perished en route, Bristol ships brought few Africans to Bristol itself.

Enslaved Africans largely bypassed the city, being shipped directly from Africa to the Americas. Bristol’s slave trade was a relatively minor part of the port’s export trade, although Bristol was hugely dependent on the trade in slave-produced goods and thereby an integral part of the emerging Atlantic slave economy. Sugar refining, for example, was the city’s largest industry throughout the 1700s; its distilleries, its brass, glass and gun manufactories and its textile trade were substantially geared to ‘the Guinea market’ and its earliest banks and insurance firms were funded by African, West Indian, Virginian and Carolina merchants.




BLACK RESIDENTS BEFORE 1807

Nevertheless, some black people did come to the port. Some came as ‘privilege Negroes’, that is, as human bonuses paid to a ship’s captain or first mate after a profitable slaving voyage. Some came as enslaved servants directly from the
Caribbean, while others had won their freedom by serving in the armed forces. A few came as emissaries from West African trading ports. Although it has been claimed that there was a community of perhaps as many as 15,000 Africans in London during our period, we have been able to document the existence of only just over 100 in Bristol. There were undoubtedly more people of African descent in Bristol than this, but how many more awaits further research and will probably never be properly ascertained. Records, especially for the early part of the century, are scarce and because of the racialised stigma of slavery, family historians have until recently proved reluctant to explore this aspect of their ancestry.2 [Lindegaard; Jones and Youseph; Eickelmann and Small]

The best-known Africans who came to Bristol before the abolition of the British slave trade in 1807 were Scipio Africanus (d. 1720), and Pero (1740-1818) who served as a personal servant to John Pinney, an important Bristol merchant, after years on his master’s Nevis plantation (a footbridge erected by the City Council in 1999 was named in his honour). A number of servants of African or ‘mulatto’ background were employed at various times in Pinney’s Bristol household. Kate Coker, a ‘negro woman servant’ accompanied Pinney’s children from Nevis to England in 1778 and was later manumitted (freed). So too was Frances Coker, a trained seamstress who worked as servant and companion to John Pinney’s wife. [Eickelmann & Small, 35-52.]

Black servants were baptised and buried in various Anglican churches in the city and accepted as members of the Baptist, Moravian and Methodist congregations throughout this period. In the later 18th century, Frances Coker was described by an elder of the Broadmead Baptist church as giving ‘a most intelligent and pleasing account of the work of God upon her soul’ when she was accepted as a candidate for baptism there. Black Ned, a child of 12, was reportedly buried in the city’s Quaker burial ground in 1778.3 [Linebaugh and Rediker: 76-80; Dresser (2003): xx-xxi, 51, 56]

Not all black people in Bristol in this era were servants or enslaved. Free black sailors, from both West Africa and the Caribbean, served aboard Bristol ships (including slavers). We know something of John Quaqua (or Quaco) who married a local Bristol woman, had a family in Princess Amelia Court and paid poor rates in the mid-18th century. A free black sailor in Bristol in 1763, Quaqua was entitled to a pension from the Bristol Society of Merchant Venturers. Peter Stephens, another mariner, lived in Marsh Street in the 1770s and John Dean served aboard Bristol slave ships and testified to the anti-slavery campaigner Thomas Clarkson in 1788. [Dresser (2001): 8-11, 72-85]

West African trading partners of British slave merchants occasionally sent their sons to England to learn English and book-keeping, and at least one came ‘to take shipping at Bristol’ in 1759. In 1774 two young kinsmen of an important Ifik slave trader (Ephraim Robin John) of Old Calabar (now in Nigeria) escaped as stowaways to Bristol, having previously been tricked into slavery and taken to Virginia. At first held captive, they eventually obtained assistance from
one of their kinsmen’s Bristol trading partners (the slave trader, Thomas Jones), and received hospitality and religious instruction from Charles and John Wesley and other local Methodists, before returning to Calabar. By 1786 John Wesley had personally baptised at least one person of African origin in Bristol whose occupation is unknown but whose piety impressed Wesley and the whole congregation. Robert Southey remarks that the mixed-raced children of wealthy planters were sometimes sent to be schooled in Bristol, and Brother Franks, ‘a negro’, was recorded as a member of Bristol’s Masonic Royal Sussex Lodge in 1782, where his colour was not to be mentioned on pain of a fine. [Dresser (2001): 64, 82-85; Sparks (2002): 555-584, Sparks (2004); Crossley-Evans: 203]

Black men also served in the British military during this period. William Cheeseman, who enlisted in Bristol for the British army in 1814, was an African-American who later served in the Worcester Militia. Between 1792 and 1815 20 to 30 of the French prisoners of war who were kept in Stapleton prison near Bristol were black sailors from the Caribbean, and many, including the cook Louis Theodore, captured off the San Pedro, were recruited into His Majesty’s service between 1805 and 1806.4


Only a year after Waterloo, soldiers and sailors poured back into the country looking for work and flooding the job market, and Bristol’s mayor complained about the ‘foreign seamen, blackmen and men of colour’ then in Bristol looking for work. In 1820, an employer advertised in a Bristol newspaper the virtues of ‘a man of colour’ who worked as a Porter or Warehouseman for seven years and with whom he ‘would not part’, ‘had he [had] further occasion for his services’. This may well have been Henry Saunders, who was reported in 1821 as arriving in Bath from Bristol looking for work.5 [Poole: 76-95, 81]

A few black people worked in entertainment. Black musicians, portrayed as lodging in Clifton in Smollett’s 1771 novel Humphrey Clinker, were much in demand in the regiments and one well-known tavern keeper specifically advertised for black horn players for a patriotic show he was staging during the Napoleonic wars. At the less salubrious end of the trade were circuses and fairs. Economic necessity or simple coercion drove some Africans to appear in menageries and travelling freak shows. ‘A savage Ethiopian’ was reportedly on display in Bristol during the St James’s fair in 1780 and in 1811 a Khosian woman from South Africa, Saarjite Baartman, the ‘Hottentot Venus’, could be viewed at the Horsefair in Bristol on payment of a shilling. Acting was another way to gain a living, but black actors faced particular problems. Othello was a perennial on the Bristol stage, but such was the strength of racialist feeling in some quarters that even the thought of a White actor blacking up in order to play Othello caused revulsion, especially with regards to scenes with Desdemona.6


Unlike London, where there was an established black community, most black Bristolians were socially isolated as servants in private homes. Inter-racial
liaisons, while they did occur, happened mainly amongst free seamen and local women, and seem to have been limited in number. They were certainly not acceptable in ‘polite’ society. Thus when the immigration of black servants ceased after Emancipation, Bristol’s small black population appears to have dwindled into insignificance.






ATTITUDES TOWARDS BLACK PEOPLE

Slavery informed and poisoned attitudes towards black people in general. Both the fact that enslaved Africans did not own property and their legal status as property, profoundly lowered the status of all ‘people of colour’. Added to this, the spectre of violent slave resistance had been a constant motif in the local press and a source of constant anxiety to planter interests throughout the period. White Bristolians may have been more receptive than most to anti-black views, given their extensive contact with Jamaica, where slave resistance was fiercest, and the considerable influence of the pro-slavery lobby in the city.

Poverty was another factor in shaping attitudes. Unemployment was the scourge of the poor during the early industrial period and Africans in England were particularly vulnerable. When, in 1772, Mansfield’s Judgement had undermined the slave status of African servants in England by forbidding their forcible repatriation back to the plantations, many were ‘let go’ and forced into destitution. Some resorted to criminality and so further increased their disadvantage in a white society already alarmed by the lawlessness of their own indigenous workers. Traditionally discouraged as slaves from becoming literate, illiterate free men could find tramping for work a risky business as they could be easily tricked or forced by unscrupulous merchants into signing an indenture agreement nullifying their free status. Most spoke a variant of Caribbean patois rather than English, which, given the extent to which it was burlesqued in the local and national press, could not have enhanced their employability.

Black people in Bristol were far less likely than their white counterparts to have family or friends who might offer them support. The registers of blacks baptised in Bristol also show that unlike other parishioners, they more often than not did not even know the names of their mothers and fathers, which in those days implied the stigma of being illegitimate or ‘base born’. Even more than the Irish, they lacked access to the cultural capital which would have better positioned them in a capitalist economy.

The fellowship and acceptance offered by Bristol’s Baptist, Moravian and Methodist chapels did prove attractive to black people and began to offer a few a way of gaining literacy and organisational skills. But generally speaking, religious difference was still a factor in distinguishing African-Caribbean labourers from their English and Irish counterparts. If Britain’s urban poor were increasingly isolated from the Church and not universally attracted to the Chapel, at least they were not positively forbidden from entering either. By contrast there had long been a Caribbean tradition of forbidding slaves to be Christianised with many planters preventing the more egalitarian Baptist missionaries from gaining access to their workforce right up until Emancipation. This meant that many enslaved people retained animistic beliefs derived in part from Africa and in part
from other enslaved people in the Caribbean. Their widespread belief in spirits and sorcery was not a million miles away from the beliefs of the less educated rural poor in parts of Britain, but it had been forged in the brutalising fires of enslavement and it disturbed and horrified even committed abolitionists.7
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