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THE parliamentary campaign for the abolition of the slave 
trade in 1787-9 was a close run thing. The abolitionists, 

who had already won the support of intellectual opinion in the 
country, determined to establish their cause before the general 
public and at the seat of government. In the summer of 1787 
and the early months of the following parliamentary session 
the Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade formed branch 
committees in virtually every major town and seaport, collected 
evidence from merchant seamen and naval officers familiar 
with Africa and the West Indies, printed and distributed 
pamphlets on a nation-wide scale, and solicited the patronage 
of persons of wealth and consequence. By December 1787 
Thomas Clarkson and his friends were confident that they had 
amassed sufficient evidence of the injustice and inhumanity of 
the trade to present an overwhelming and irrefutable case be 
fore the House of Commons that session. 1 Their optimism was 
buoyed up by a promise of support from the prime minister 
himself. Indeed, William Pitt and his friend William Wilber- 
force were then discussing the outlines of a strategy to secure 
parliamentary approval for a total and immediate abolition. 
And in the same month Pitt agreed to send a government rep 
resentative to Paris to sound out the French on the prospect of 
joint action against the slave trade. Wilberforce argued con 
vincingly that if Britain acted in concert with her chief rival 
in overseas trade the economic case against abolition could not 
be sustained. 2

The development of this campaign and its eventual, though 
long-deferred, success has been a subject of great interest to 
historians. 3 The nature of the opposition to it has attracted 
much less attention. This is surprising; for the initial failure of 
the abolitionists to secure what seemed to be within their grasp 
in 1788-9 was by no means entirely the consequence of the
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normal conservative reaction to radical change. As Namier has 
indicated, abolition was a subject which had particular appeal 
to the country members of the Commons, a House in which 
the West India interest was but thinly represented and the 
African interest even less. 1 Pitt and other prominent members 
of the government were openly attached to abolition; and dur 
ing the massive debates in the Commons in 1788 only two 
M.P.s, both representatives of Liverpool, spoke out in justifica 
tion of the trade. Nor can the failure to secure abolition early 
in the campaign be attributed to the recalcitrance of the House 
of Lords; for on the two occasions when the Commons pre 
sented bills to regulate the trade in 1788-9 both were passed by 
the Lords, though not without amendment. The abolitionists 
appear to have had many cards stacked in their favour during 
this period. But after 1789 the position changes. The next two 
years brought an unfortunate sequence of events in the French 
Revolution and the slave revolts in St Domingo and other 
Caribbean islands. Parliament then took alarm and declined 
to consider any major change in commercial and colonial policy 
at this juncture, and consequently the abolitionists were 
thwarted.

What follows is an attempt to describe part of the organisa 
tion of the opposition to abolition in the crucial session of 1788 
when the abolitionist star was in the ascendant. In concentrat 
ing on Liverpool it necessarily involves some distortion, but 
this may be justified in view of the town's predominant posi 
tion in defence of the slave trade. The abolitionists themselves 
tended to refer to their opponents as the 'West Indians' or 
the 'Liverpool interest' or the 'slave traders' without much 
discrimination. 5 If Liverpool merchants appear to be more 
forthright in their condemnation of abolition than those of 
London or Bristol and more inclined to act alone at this stage, 
it is partly because their share in the trade was by far the 
largest and also because Liverpool was furthest removed from 
the stage where the drama was enacted. The West Indians, of 
course, played a more active part later in the proceedings.

THE AFRICAN INTEREST

It may be a reflection of the complacency of the African 
merchants of the town that Liverpool was slow to react to the 
abolitionist agitation. The Manchester Mercury, which was 
read in Liverpool, began publishing items attacking the slave 
trade as early as November 1787. Stephen Fuller, the agent for 
Jamaica, writing from London to his committee in Kingston
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in January 1788, complained that 'The Press teems with pam 
phlets upon this subject, and my table is covered with them.' 0 
Yet the first anti-abolitionist reference in the Liverpool press 
did not appear until mid-January, and the subject was not 
referred to in the minutes of the Common Council until 14 
February, when a petition in support of the slave trade was 
under consideration. 7

The timing of this petition suggests that the Corporation was 
somewhat out of touch with events in London, for three days 
earlier Pitt had announced the formation of a Committee of 
the Privy Council to investigate the allegations against the 
African trade. Until that time it was assumed that Wilberforce 
would introduce a resolution in the House of Commons to 
condemn the slave trade and, if successful, would then proceed 
with a bill for its abolition. This was the course Pitt preferred. 
However, Wilberforce prevailed on him to appoint an official 
enquiry first. He believed that the normal procedure for a 
parliamentary bill did not allow for a thorough-going investi 
gation and that M.P.s might be induced to search for pallia 
tives to appease the critics of the trade without seriously 
endangering the interests on the other side. An enquiry would 
serve their purpose more effectively; Wilberforce was confident 
that the abolitionists could present such formidable evidence 
that Parliament would be compelled to accept a complete and 
immediate abolition." Thus Liverpool Corporation, on learn 
ing that the question of abolition would not be raised at once, 
did not present its petition.

This change in tactics seems to have caught the African 
merchants unprepared. Their principal agency in London was 
the Company of Merchants trading to Africa, which represen 
ted the slave traders of the three major ports: London, Bristol 
and Liverpool. Each port elected three commissioners to serve 
on the Committee of the African Company in London. They 
were responsible for maintaining Company forts and other 
establishments on the West Coast of Africa; and the Committee 
acted as a clearing house for information on the state of the 
market, on sailings and general shipping news. The Company 
was under the general supervision of the Board of Trade. But 
the commissioners could not be regarded as the official spokes 
men for the trade, and were not intended as such. So far as 
the Liverpool representatives were concerned, they were usually 
London-based merchants who had formerly lived in Liverpool 
or who had important business interests in the town. African 
merchants in the outports were frequently at odds with the 
African Company and many refused to pay the registration fee
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which entitled them to membership and the use of Company 
facilities in London and West Africa. Moreover, their interests 
were so disparate often overlapping into the West Indian, 
American and Mediterranean trades, or sugar refining, bank 
ing and warehousing at home that even an agreed policy on 
abolition was difficult to obtain. Thus it was mainly left to local 
organisation of merchants and other interested parties to make 
representations to Parliament and the Privy Council. The 
African Company simply offered its assistance when required.

Another agency was able to offer valuable assistance to the 
African merchants, and was later to play a prominent part in 
the anti-abolitionist movement on its own account. This was the 
West India Committee, an association of merchants, planters 
and mortgagees who were mainiy London-based but had 
branches in Bristol and Liverpool. Its chairman was Lord 
Penrhyn, one of the M.P.s for Liverpool, and its meetings were 
frequently attended by Liverpool merchants when they visited 
London on business. On 7 February 1788 it set up a sub-com 
mittee to help organise the opposition to the abolition. Penrhyn 
was also chairman of this body." Unlike the African Company, 
the West India Committee was not dependent on any govern 
ment department, though obviously it was in close correspon 
dence with the Board of Trade and the Colonial Office. It was 
therefore free to sponsor petitions to Parliament or publish 
pamphlets in support of the trade. The African Company, sub 
ject to the Commons for its annual subsidy, had to be more 
circumspect. For example, when asked by the Board of Trade 
to supply information on the slave trade, its secretary wrote to 
Lord Hawkesbury that it did not possess the power to acquire 
systematic information but he would be pleased to suggest 
reliable informants. He then proceeded to name four leading 
members of the African Committee as well as a number of 
Company servants. 10

Thus there is an air of improvisation about the early reaction 
of the African merchants. There seems to be no evidence that 
the local African merchants' committees in London, Bristol 
and Liverpool were in close correspondence at this stage; nor, 
apparently, did the delegates of the two outports automatically 
contact the African Company or the West India Committee 
when they arived in London or even when they were preparing 
to present petitions to Parliament. But inadequate liaison may 
be more apparent than real. It is likely that much important 
business was transacted informally and is not on record. After 
all, the three towns each had three commissioners on the Com 
mittee of the African Company and these are known to have
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acted on occasion as delegates at short notice. The leading 
merchants of Liverpool and Bristol were in close contact with 
London commission houses for their normal trading transac 
tions and many were no doubt frequent visitors to the metro 
polis. Some were plantation-owners or mortgagees of estates 
and would therefore be connected with the West India Com 
mittee, probably sharing the same clubs and coffee-houses with 
their London counterparts, and in personal touch with mem 
bers of the African Company and their M.P.s. From the 
evidence of the construction and timing of the petitions and of 
the preparation of witnesses before the Privy Council and the 
bar of the Commons, there must have been close consultation 
between the various bodies of merchants and their representa 
tives. 11

Nevertheless, merchants who believed they stood to lose a 
considerable part of their fortune were unlikely to entrust the 
main burden of the defence of their interests to comparative 
strangers. They were not content to rely on the good offices of 
the African Company and their London business agents, nor on 
their M.P.s who lacked the necessary expertise and whose res 
ponsibilities were too diverse to commit them wholly to the 
African interest. They wanted delegates who were accountable 
to themselves.

THE LIVERPOOL DELEGATES

During the early weeks of 1788, when London was buzzing 
with rumours concerning the intentions of Pit! and Wilber- 
force, John Tarleton, a prominent Liverpool trader, requested 
an interview with the prime minister. He was in London on 
business and apparently sought out Pitt on his own initiative, 
though he may, of course, have been prompted by fellow-mer 
chants in town. He saw Pitt on 3 February, i.e. before the com 
mittee of the Privy Council was announced, and as a result 
of his intelligence felt impelled to write at once to Thomas 
Earle, the Mayor of Liverpool. A letter to his brother, Clay ton, 
on the fifth gave the gist of the interview:

Mr. Pitt on Saturday morning sent for me into Downing Street, where 
I remained from j past eleven oClock till three oClock in the afternoon, 
and having minutely gone through the whole detail of the situation and 
nature of the African Commerce ... [I] endeavoured to convince him 
. .. that should Mr. Wilberforce's plan for the prohibition of a farther 
importation of Negroes into our Islands take place, or that even any 
unnecessary & injudicious instructions should be adopted, that the 
consequence would be ... total ruin ... I concluded, by assuring him, 
that I did not hesitate, in saying that I had not the least doubt but that
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tha African Merchants ol' Liverpool would prove to the satisfaction of 
every unprejudiced mind in the House of Commons, that so far from the 
African Trade being founded in blood and a series of fraud, violence, 
and oppression on the coast of Africa that \ve should be able to prove 
the reverse of our opponents positions, that the basis of it was founded 
in humanity, & justice to the Natives - his whole reply to these immense 
considerations particularly with respect to his situation as the Minister of 
a great commercial Country whose existence depended on the resources 
her Trade atlorded both to her Marine and her finances was that his 
present sentiments were for the Abolition of the Slave Trade - and that 
I had authority from him to communicate them immediately to my 
friends in Liverpool .. . and I am sorry to add that agreeable to my 
letter to the Mayor yesterday that 1 think we shall have little chance of 
success, or that the African Trade will remain on its present footing 
except we can prove that it is not carried on with that shocking in 
humanity that is imagined by all ranks of Mankind out of doors.'-

The letter created alarm and despondency in Liverpool. The 
Mayor, in consultation with the African merchants, wrote im 
mediately to Tarleton asking him to remain in London to head 
an official Liverpool delegation. About two weeks later he 
informed the secretary of the African Company of the appoint 
ment, advising him that Tarleton had been joined by Robert 
Norris and James Penny and that the three had been instructed 
to work in close co-operation with the Company and to give 
evidence as required. 1 " The names of Lieutenant John 
Matthews, R.N., and Archibald Dalzel were added at an un 
specified time later. 11

The choice of these five delegates is not altogether easy to 
explain. John Tarleton is obvious enough. He was a partner 
in the firm of Tarleton and Backhouse which in 1788 was the 
third or fourth largest African trading concern in the country 
and was also concerned with the West Indian and American 
trades. 15 He came from a long-established Liverpool family. 
His father was a major slave trader; and of his brothers, 
Thomas, the eldest, was a sugar refiner and cotton merchant; 
Banastre was the local hero of the American War, friend of 
the Prince of Wales, and shortly to become M.P. for Liverpool 
in place of Lord Penrhyn; Clayton, the youngest, was bailiff of 
Liverpool in 1787-8 and 1790-1 and mayor in 1792-3. Only 
Banastre was not registered as a freeman of the African Com 
pany, but he, like his brothers, had substantial interests in the 
slave trade.

John Tarleton may have lacked the vigour and flair of 
Banastre and Clayton, but he was a sound choice as delegate. 
Knowledgeable and authoritative, yet painstaking in his atten 
tion to detail, he presented evidence before the Lords and 
Commons later that session which was the more impressive for 
being devoid of emotional content and apparent partiality (in
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sharp contrast to the evidence of some of his colleagues). Un 
fortunately for the African interest, his business responsibilities 
precluded his constant attendance at Westminster, so that the 
main burden of work fell on the shoulders of Norris and 
Penny. 1 " His election to Parliament as the member for Seaford 
in 1790 was probably another handicap. It was a contested 
election and involved him in tedious petitioning before he 
could take his seat in 1792.

Robert Norris is a more difficult case. A former servant of 
the African Company, he made five voyages from Liverpool as 
master of a slaveship, returning to England to set up a tool- 
making factory when the American War spoiled the trade. He 
maintained his contacts with the Company, however, sending 
reports on Liverpool shipping, commenting on the suitability 
of applicants for Company employ, and advising on the provi 
sioning of Cape Coast Castle in a manner that suggests some 
thing more than an informal link. The report of the Privy 
Council described him as a Carolina merchant and in 1790 he 
described himself to Lord Hawkesbury as the Commercial 
Agent for Liverpool, writing on a variety of subjects, including 
the tobacco trade of Virginia and the Lancashire corn trade. 17 
He also had some link with the anti-Corporation faction in 
Liverpool, for in 1790 he was proposed by Thomas Earle to fill 
one of the vacancies on the Common Council, a candidature 
the councillors promptly rejected. 18

In the light of Norris's strong and apparently unbroken con 
nection with the African interest, his contacts with Thomas 
Clarkson and the abolitionists in late 1787 are most puzzling. 
When Clarkson visited Liverpool in the autumn of that year he 
was introduced to Norris by William Rathbone, a prominent 
local Quaker and timber merchant. Clarkson described Norris 
as 'a man of quick penetration, and of good talents, which he 
had cultivated to advantage, and he had a pleasing address 
both as to speech and manners. 11 ' He regarded him as his most 
valuable catch to date and got from him evidence which he 
hoped to present as part of the case for abolition. Consequently, 
in February the following year, when Clarkson was gathering 
witnesses to be examined before the Privy Council, he wrote to 
Rathbone asking him to persuade Norris to make the journey 
south. Rathbone replied that Norris was already in London, 
but as a delegate for the merchants and Corporation of Liver 
pool. 20 It is not clear at what stage and under what circum 
stances Norris changed camps in such a remarkable fashion, 
but his behaviour made him henceforth the special object of the 
wrath of the abolition party. It led eventually to an accusation
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that Wilberforce and his friends, by hounding him, helped to 
contribute towards his premature death.- 1

James Penny, like Norris, had been a captain in the slave 
trade until the American War. He returned to the trade there 
after, but as a shipowner on his own account and in partner 
ship with others. His experience of the African coast dates 
from 1776 and includes two years as a factor on the Windward 
Coast. A man of considerable stature in the town, highly re 
garded by his fellow-merchants, his forthright views on the 
slave trade must have brought him to their notice as a likely 
delegate. Yet it is doubtful whether he served their interests 
effectively. The high colouring he gave to his evidence before 
Parliament, his obvious partiality, made him an easy target 
for their opponents. Curiously, by the end of the century, when 
Liverpool merchants were committing less of their property in 
slaving ventures and the trade of the town had become much 
more diversified, Penny still had about six ships operating in 
the African trade carrying roughly 1,800 slaves across the 
Atlantic. 2 - His service as a delegate seems to have made him 
a more determined slaver than ever.

The connection between the town and the other two dele 
gates is somewhat obscure. Comparatively little is known of the 
background of John Matthews. The clerk of the Privy Council 
recorded that he was formerly an agent of a London merchant, 
residing in the Sierra Leone area in 1785 and 1786 before 
obtaining a commission in the navy.2 " So far as is known, he 
did not trade on his own account but purchased slaves on be 
half of his employer, receiving a premium on each slave deli 
vered to the slave ships in good condition. In fact, his employer 
could have been a Liverpool merchant, for Matthews may have 
been one of the two agents of a Liverpool company who were 
described by the French traveller, Golbery, on his visit to 
Sierra Leone in 1786. Golbery reported that the chief factor 
resided in Sierra Leone and his subordinate (Matthews?) 
in the Isle de Los.21 Possibly Matthews returned to Liverpool 
in 1787, for his appointment as delegate would certainly 
presuppose a strong link with the town. His African ex 
perience was useful as a supplement to the evidence of Penny 
on conditions on the Windward Coast, just as Dalzel was 
able to support Norris in respect of the Slave Coast about 
Dahomey.

About the time of his appointment, or shortly afterwards, 
Matthews published a book on his travels. It is a curious affair. 
Mainly a straightforward and for its time a reasonably sympa 
thetic account of indigenous custom, the book ends with a long
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letter from Liverpool, dated 20 February 1788, which seeks to 
justify the continuation of the slave trade and in the process 
contradicts some of his earlier observations. He alleged that 
during the American War, when the African trade was in abey 
ance, there was such an accumulation of slaves on the coast 
that they were killed wholesale. Africa, he stated, was so over 
stocked with people that it was capable of doubling its popula 
tion every thirty or forty years. Were it not for the slave trade 
taking off the surplus, the continent would be a far bloodier 
place than even he portrayed it. The book seems to have been 
rushed to publication to take advantage of the keen contem 
porary interest in the subject. 2 "1 The latter section followed along 
the lines of his evidence before the Privy Council, though 
Matthews did not feature as prominently in this investigation 
as his colleagues. At the end of the 1788 session he seems to 
have resumed his career in the navy.

Archibald Dalzel served in the navy as a surgeon's mate dur 
ing the Seven Years' War. When he was discharged in January 
1763 he obtained employment with the African Company, first 
as a surgeon at Anamabu, later as commander of the forts at 
Seccondee and Whydah. In the last capacity he was able to 
accumulate sufficient capital to return to London in 1771 to 
engage in slaving ventures with John Shoolbred and two of 
the Liverpool commissioners, John Barnes and William 
Devaynes. He was not successful. His career as a merchant 
came to an abrupt end in 1778 when, in an effort to produce 
one voyage capable of salvaging his fortune, he was captured by 
an American privateer and lost his ship and cargo. Bankrupt, 
he was obliged to seek employment as a captain of a privateer; 
then after the war he moved to Liverpool where he sailed in 
the African trade for John and Thomas Hodgson. He was no 
more successful here than in London.

Dalzel's close friendship with Robert Norris, whom he met 
on the African coast in 1771, may be sufficient to account for 
his appointment as a delegate. But he may have come into local 
prominence through the publication of his letters attacking the 
Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade in the London and 
provincial newspapers. Like Matthews, he served the town as 
delegate only during the 1788 session. By November of that 
year he had returned to the slave trade, sailing under Portu 
guese colours under contract to furnish slaves on the coast on 
behalf of the ships of Thomas and William Earle.-" In 1791 
forty Liverpool merchants signed a letter to the African Com 
pany recommending him to a senior position. Two months 
later Dalzel got a better position than he had anticipated, being
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sent out as governor of Cape Coast Castle and later being con 
firmed as governor-in-chief of the Company's establishments on 
the West Coast. The merchants may have had cause to regret 
their liberality towards him, for he left a trail of unsecured 
debts in Liverpool." 7

THE SUBMISSION OF EVIDENCE

During the early stages of the Privy Council investigation 
the Liverpool witnesses were called first and their evidence 
formed by far the major part of the anti-abolitionist case. John 
Tarleton did not give evidence in person, though he was avail 
able and made substantial written depositions on the state of 
the trade in Liverpool. There were sound tactical reasons for 
omitting the leader of the Liverpool delegates at this stage. The 
African Committee, aware that the abolitionists had to rely in 
the main on second-hand information, determined that the 
spokesmen for the trade should consist exclusively of those 
with direct experience. Tarleton had never been to Africa, had 
never been on a slaveship at sea, but he was authoritative on 
the commercial situation at home. His turn would come when 
the African merchants had first cleared themselves of the charge 
of inhumanity and injustice.

In order to drive the point home, whilst the examination was 
in progress a list of witnesses was sent to Lord Hawkesbury, 
probably by John Shoolbred on behalf of the African Com 
pany. It named the spokesmen for the African interest as 
Messrs Penny, Matthews, Norris, Dalzel, Barnes, Miles, 
Weuves, Devaynes, Captain Robert Heatley and John Ander- 
son, the delegate of the Bristol merchants. It listed their quali 
fications: Miles had been on the coast for 16 years, Weuves for 
14, Devaynes 12, Barnes 8, and so on. Against them were 
arraigned men like the Rev. John Newton, who had been out 
of direct contact with the slave trade for 34 years; Alexander 
Falconbridge, who had made five voyages to Africa as a sur 
geon but had never resided there; the Rev. Thomas Clarkson, 
all of whose information was second-hand. Those whom Clark 
son brought before the Privy Council claiming practical 
experience in the trade were not named; it was implied that 
they were men of small standing who were in the pay of the 
abolitionists and their carefully-rehearsed testimony could not 
be relied upon. 28

The object of the testimony of the African interest was to 
show that slavery, inter-tribal and internecine warfare were 
endemic to West Africa and in no way attributable to the
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European slave traders. To achieve this end they laid particular 
emphasis on the condition of the kingdom of Dahomey:

Mr. Norris has seen at the Gates of (the King's) Palace Two Piles of 
Heads, like Shot in an Arsenal; within the Palace, the Heads of 
Persons newly put to death are strewed at the Distance of a few Yards 
in the Passage that leads to the Apartments of his Tyrant . .. The Roof 
of the Palace is decorated with a prodigious Number of human Heads; 
and when the King means to make War, it is an Expression in use to 
say, The Palace wants Thatching.

If slaves were rejected by the white traders by reason of their 
age, sex or physical condition they were invariably put to death; 
should the king be overstocked with European goods fewer 
slaves would appear on the market and more would therefore 
be sacrificed. When their lordships envinced surprise at such 
horrid customs, Norris called on Devaynes and Dalzel to con 
firm his testimony. They did so, though not without some reser 
vation: Devaynes thought that Norris exaggerated the extent of 
the killings and mistook their purpose, and Dalzel declined to 
portray the customs in such a harsh light. 20 Nevertheless, by 
implying that their version of events in Dahomey was typical 
of conditions on the West Coast (Penny, for example, reported 
witnessing the sacrifice of a young slave further down the coast 
at Bonny and stated that the Creek people nearby were reputed 
to eat their captives) the delegates were able to argue that the 
Atlantic slave trade was far from being inhumane because it 
saved thousands from a worse fate at the hands of savage 
captors.

To answer the charge that slaves were obtained by fraudulent 
means, by false accusation of crimes, or simply by kidnapping, 
the anti-abolitionists emphasised that though African custom 
might appear vicious and repulsive to European eyes, in their 
experience justice was fairly adminstered. John Barnes said 
that in his long stay on the coast of Senegal he was perfectly 
aware of people being enslaved on charges of theft, adultery 
and witchcraft, but only after a fair trial. He had never heard 
of people being kidnapped. Matthews declared that he had 
studied the vernacular on the Sierra Leone coast and had 
attended local trials. Here delinquents were used as domestic 
slaves; those for the European market came mamly from the 
inland regions where they were legitimately purchased by 
black traders. Miles, speaking for the Gold Coast, averred that 
during his sixteen years' residence he had never known the local 
Fante to be at war, nor had he heard of kidnapping. The wars 
that produced the slaves occurred much further inland, and 
both criminals and captives were glad to be sold into slavery
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to escape a worse retribution: 'Mr. Miles has now and then, but 
rarely, met with an Instance of a Slave shewing Signs of Ter 
ror on being sold. Nine out of Ten rejoice at falling into our 
Hands. They seem to be aware that they are bought for Labour, 
and by their Gestures wish to convince the Purchasers that 
they are fit for it.'' 0

Few of the abolitionist witnesses were able to speak with 
such authority; none had resided on the coast or was able to 
claim expertise in African language and custom. Captain Hall, 
who had made two voyages to Africa, stated that he was so 
disgusted with a trade 'founded in Blood, and perfectly illegal' 
that he had refused to return. But, though he was able to des 
cribe one singular and well-attested case of white slavers kid 
napping slaves (at New Calabar in 1768), he failed to show 
that such methods were in any way typical. Indeed, it was 
pointed out that kidnapping by Africans or Europeans pro 
duced such resentment that it could disrupt trade for months; 
it was not in the Europeans' interest to procure slaves illegally.

Thus in the early stages of the Frivy Council investigation, 
the abolitionists were disconcerted. Bishop Porteus, a keen sup 
porter of abolition, began to doubt whether they would be 
able to substantiate their attack on the slave trade; Clarkson 
himself described Norris's examination as most damaging to 
their cause.' 1 Early in March John Barton of the London Com 
mittee wrote to William Roscoe, the Liverpool abolitionist, 
warning him to expect the worst: 'I fear ... it is very doubtful 
whether anything will be obtained at all. Since the matter has 
been before the privy council, I understand much cold water 
has been thrown upon it, and some who were once friendly to 
our cause have advised that the business should not be brought 
before Parliament at all... I find we are to have decided oppo 
nents in the Lord Chancellor and Lord Hawkesbury, & fear that 
Mr. Pitt, notwithstanding his declaration to Tarleton, will turn 
out at best but a luke-warm Friend to our cause'. 32

In retrospect, such pessimism appears to have been ill- 
founded. As the enquiry proceeded, the abolitionists were able 
to introduce new evidence which confounded their opponents 
and ultimately made a profound impression on Parliament. 
According to Clarkson, the issue began to swing in their 
favour with the arrival of the Swedish scientists, Charles Wad- 
strom and Andrew Spaarman, who provided testimony which 
directly contradicted much that had been heard from the other 
side. 33 But it was Clarkson's statement on the treatment of 
British seamen in the trade that really made the greatest impact. 
Drawing upon statistics supplied to him by William Rathbone
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from the Liverpool muster rolls, he claimed that of 3,170 sea 
men leaving that port for Africa in 1786-7, 642 died or were 
lost on the coast, 1,100 deserted or were discharged in the West 
Indies, and only 1,428 returned home. The situation in London 
and Bristol, he thought, was even worse than this. 34 It demol 
ished the contention that the slave trade was a nursery for 
seamen. In fact, on balance the evidence presented to this 
preliminary investigation must have been far more injurious 
to the interests of the African merchants than to the aspirations 
of the abolitionists on the London Committee. For the former 
could no longer hope to maintain the trade intact unless the 
mood of Parliament changed, whereas the latter could at least 
set their sights on a gradual abolition. When the substance of 
the Privy Council report became known early in April it con 
tained a forthright condemnation of the slave trade as it was 
then constituted, and admitted the need for regulation. 35

Thus the product of three months' intensive debate and 
enquiry was a disposition not to abolition but to regulation, a 
compromise which did not satisfy the abolitionists and which 
pleased their opponents even less. Pitt did not as yet show any 
signs of a change of heart, and his criticisms of the trade before 
the Commons were as incisive as ever. But he was of a cautious 
disposition. The investigation had been protracted and was still 
incomplete; the parliamentary session was already well ad 
vanced; and in view of the opposition it had aroused Pitt 
thought it unwise to attempt any radical changes that session. 
Since Wilberforce was dangerously ill and could not attend 
Parliament, the prime minister undertook the task of intro 
ducing the motion of 9 May which pledged the Commons to 
consider the subject of abolition the following session. Mean 
while, Sir William Dolben was persuaded to introduce a bill 
for temporary regulation which was intended to correct the 
worst abuses of the slave trade until such time as Parliament 
could deal with the larger question.

THE AFRICAN SLAVE BILL IN THE COMMONS

Dolben's bill was by no means the palliative that Wilber 
force had feared. Dolben was in any case a friend of 
Wilberforce and it is not unreasonable to assume that there was 
close consultation between him and the London Committee to 
ensure that the bill was given as much bite as possible. 30 Sur 
prisingly, it met with little opposition when it first appeared. 
The Liverpool members, Lord Penrhyn and Bamber Gascoyne, 
who had been vigorous defenders of the trade in the debates of
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early May, seemed prepared to make concessions. Clarkson 
states that Dolben took them aside after the debate on the first 
reading and got their consent not to oppose him. He told them 
he did not intend the regulations he proposed to infringe the 
question of the general legality of the slave trade. 37 If so, either 
Dolben was less than honest in stating his intentions or, as 
seems more likely, the Liverpool merchants took alarm and 
instructed their representatives to oppose the measure. For, at 
the resumption of the debate on 26 May, both M.P.s changed 
ground and attacked the bill clause by clause during the com 
mittee stage. :!S Penrhyn, the spokesman for the Liverpool Afri 
can Committee, drew upon himself the wrath of Pitt and Fox 
for questioning the veracity of abolitionist witnesses before 
the bar of the House. Gascoyne, who had close ties with Liver 
pool Corporation, took a less extreme position, but even he 
argued that anything less than an allowance of two slaves per 
ton (the usual ratio, pre-regulation) would amount to abolition 
in effect. They fought what was virtually a two-man campaign. 
The only vocal support they received was from Matthew Brick- 
dale, the Bristol M.P., during the brief debate of 12 June. 39

The Liverpool witnesses before the Commons were less im 
pressive than hitherto. Again, they were called first; but they 
were now familiar to the abolitionists and proved vulnerable 
to the skilful cross-examination of William Smith and Beaufoy. 
Pitt had anticipated their arrival by dispatching Captain Parry, 
R.N., to Liverpool to check the dimensions of the slaveships in 
port. Thus when the Liverpool delegates argued that the ships 
were purpose-built for the trade, Parry showed that of 26 he 
inspected only 10 were specially constructed. When they said 
that the average height between decks was 5 feet 4 inches, Parry 
showed it to be less; or that ships under 200 tons did not con 
tain platforms to accommodate slaves, Parry showed the con 
trary. Most damaging, perhaps, was their reiterated claim that 
two slaves per ton were essential for a profitable run, when 
Parry found that only 5 out of 19 he inspected had been slaved 
to this extent. 10

Norris was singled out for special attention. The counsel for 
Liverpool, Messrs Piggott and Douglas, called him first and 
got him to repeat the evidence he gave before the Privy Council 
on the humane treatment of slaves. This was intended to rein 
force what James Penny had also stated before the Lords of 
Committee, the reasonable proposition that the master of a 
slave-ship had a vested interest in ensuring that slaves were 
kept clean, well fed and comfortable. But both spoilt their case 
by overstating it and by declining to accept that irregularities
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could and did occur. For example, Penny gave a positively 
idyllic picture: 'If the Weather is sultry, and there appears the 
least Perspiration upon their Skins, when they come upon Deck, 
there are Two Men attending with Cloths to rub them perfectly 
dry, and another to give them a little Cordial'. After eating, 
'they are then supplied with Pipes and Tobacco . . . they are 
amused with Instruments of Music peculiar to their own 
Country . . . and when tired of Music and Dancing, they then 
go to Games of Chance.' 11

'How do they sleep?', Norris was asked.
'On clean boards', he replied, '...those Apartments are 

clean washed and fumigated with Tar, the fumes of Tar, or 
Frankincense, and sprinkled with Vinegar; this is done Daily. 
Whenever the Weather permits the Negroes to come out of their 
Rooms this is never omitted. They sleep on those clean Boards, 
which in that sultry Climate are better than sleeping in Blankets 
or other soft Matter.' 12

He was pressed to admit that the holds stank so that grown 
men might find it overpowering. He denied it. He was pressed 
further. 'And as for the Smell, that must depend on every 
Person's own Feelings', was his offhand response. 11 Small 
wonder that Lord Hawkesbury later railled against the behavi 
our of the Liverpool delegates who protested everything and 
conceded nothing. 44

If we are to accept Clarkson's version of the proceedings, 
the examination of Archibald Dalzel ended in his complete 
discomfiture. Clarkson, who attended the hearing, said that he 
noticed Dalzel did not comment on the mortality of the Middle 
Passage. Having discovered that on his last slaving voyage, on 
the Tartar in 1786-7, Dalzel lost fifteen out of forty of his 
crew, Clarkson suggested to counsel to intimate to the witness 
that they were well aware of his record, before proceeding with 
further questions. Whereupon, 'His voice faltered. He confessed 
with trembling, that he had lost a third of his sailors in his 
last voyage. Pressed hard immediately by other questions, 
he then acknowledged that he had lost one hundred and twenty 
or a third of his slaves also.' He further admitted losing another 
twelve in a drowning accident and between twenty to thirty 
dying before he left the coast.'17'

After Tarleton, the sixth witness, had been heard, the Com 
mons declined to hear more. On 16 June, in spite of strenuous 
objections from Bamber Gascoyne, the witnesses from London 
were refused. 1 " A vote was called the following day and Dol- 
ben's bill sailed through the committee stage by the handsome 
margin of fifty-six votes to five. Beaufoy mocked the Liverpool
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delegates in their defeat: 'One would think from the evidence at 
the bar, and from the arguments of the counsel upon it, that 
the solid pestilence, the thick contagion, the substantial rotten 
ness of an African ship is congenial to the constitution, and 
exhilarating to the spirits of a negro.'47

THE AFRICAN SLAVE BILL IN THE LORDS

The vehemence of the merchants' reaction to Dolben's 
bill was not perverse; rather it arose from a genuine fear that 
the abolitionists intended to use regulation as a back-door 
method of abolition. On the 25 May John Tarleton wrote to 
Lord Hawkesbury at a time when the latter was using his 
influence to persuade the delegates to accede to some form of 
regulation. Tarleton warned him that they had no choice but 
to resist: 'It was easy to foresee the alarm which the proposed 
measure of Sir William Dolben would occasion among the 
African Merchants: and the resistance, which will be made to 
his Bill, will doubtless be proportioned to the immediate danger 
with which it threatens their commerce, and the various and 
important interests which are essentially connected with it. In 
effect, My Lord, it involves the total ruin of the bulk of the 
African Commerce'. 18

Letters from Liverpool to the town's delegates were bitter 
and angry at what the merchants considered a gross deception 
practised on them by the abolitionists and winked at by Pitt. 
Samuel Green, secretary to the Liverpool African Committee, 
wrote to them: 'I am enjoined to express to you in the strongest 
terms the general disapprobation shewn here at the reiterated 
attempts to give trouble & do mischief.' The slave trade had by 
no means been allowed a fair examination, but the merchants 
were determined that their case should not go by default. 'In 
the mean time you are desired not to give the least counten 
ance to any temporary expedients, restrictions or alterations'.*9 
The delegates' instructions could hardly have been more 
explicit.

As the bill progressed through the Commons, the Liverpool 
delegates, seeing that there was little hope of satisfaction from 
that quarter, began to increase pressure on the Board of Trade. 
Tarleton addressed himself to Lord Hawkesbury on behalf of 
'the Delegates from Liverpool, whose hopes of justice and 
protection, depend upon your Lordship's enlightened and con 
sistent exertions in favour of the combined interests of their 
Constituents, and of the Commerce of Great Britain .. .'. 50 He 
was particularly indignant at Sir Charles Middleton's attack
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on Norris's evidence and alarmed by the baronet's assumption 
that even one slave per ton was a generous concession to the 
African merchants when convicts in prison hulks were allowed 
twice that space. S1 This was madness, said Tarleton, and con 
firmed all their worst suspicions. A ship of about 100 tons 
carried on average 5 slaves per 2 tons, on which a net profit 
of little more than 10 per cent was obtained. Given the risks 
involved, this was in no way excessive. Based on his own com 
pany's experience in the trade, he thought that such a ship 
carrying two slaves per ton and allowing 5 per cent mortality 
could expect to make about £736 profit on the triangular run. 
If slave capacity was reduced to 3 slaves per 2 tons as Dolben 
recommended, this would produce a net loss of £201; if only 
one per ton the loss would amount to £583. Consequently, 
should this 'Phrenzy' of the abolitionists succeed, he considered 
the trade would go entirely to the French and the Spaniards. 52

The African merchants clearly hoped to find a safer 
anchorage when Dolben's bill reached the House of Lords on 
18 June. Liverpool traders had already twice ineffectually 
petitioned the Commons;"' 3 now they petitioned the Lords in 
force. Between 19 June and 10 July there were 8 petitions 
from Liverpool, including one from the Corporation, 3 from 
Bristol, 2 from London and 2 from West Indian agents and 
merchants." The Liverpool merchants experienced some diffi 
culty in finding someone to present their main petition of 
23 June. James Currie, the Liverpool abolitionist, wrote 
that 'the restrictions of Sir Wm. Dolben's are to be resisted 
before the Lords by a petition signed by ten or twelve 
thousand persons. I redden with shame & indignation when 
I think of such infamous proceedings. Lord Derby refused 
to present this petition, so did Lord Hawkesbury, & they 
have been obliged to have recourse to a Scotch Peer, Lord 
Galloway, an egregious fool, but a Lord of the Bed-Chamber'. 53

When the Lords examined the evidence presented by the 
petitioners they did not concern themselves with the principle 
of abolition or the alleged excesses of the trade as the Com 
mons had done. They concentrated almost exclusively on the 
practical problems involved in regulation. This suited the 
African interest very well, for it took much of the emotion 
out of the subject. Tarleton for Liverpool and James Jones 
for Bristol occupied the bulk of the proceedings and, though 
cross-examined keenly, were able to maintain a matter-of-fact 
approach to questions relating to the size, construction, 
capacity and profitability of slave-ships. Both made depositions 
on the latest French incursions into the African trade, warning
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the Lords that certain merchants of Le Havre and Bordeaux 
had already approached British manufacturers and traders 
to induce them to set up business in France should the slave 
trade be abolished or severely restricted. Since the French 
offered bounties to their African traders, they were in a posi 
tion to take full advantage of any decline in British competitive 
ness.

This type of evidence made a considerable impression; their 
lordships displayed a willingness to offer concessions. Mean 
while, the progress of the bill in the House provided opportuni 
ties for delay. The committee stage was deferred until 25 June 
at the request of Lord Thurlow, the Lord Chancellor, who 
was indisposed and whose presence was thought to be neces 
sary to facilitate its passage. But when Thurlow arrived he 
proved to be very testy about this 'five days fit of philanthropy' 
and said he was sorry the whole business had not been put off 
until next session." : The Lords proceeded to amend the bill 
almost out of recognition. There were so many amendments 
that when the bill was returned to the Commons Dolben sub 
mitted a new bill rather than have the House lose more time 
by considering each amendment separately/' 7

From that point on the position of the African merchants 
was rapidly undermined. During the debates of May and 
through most of June they were able to maintain a united front 
against the bill. They were reasonably optimistic that their 
friends in the upper House would manage further procedural 
devices for delay, hoping to get the matter deferred unti! the 
following session. Yet within a week of the bill being returned 
to the Commons the legislation was rushed through its final 
stages, in spite of fresh petitions and the presentation of new 
evidence, and in spite of more proposed amendments by the 
Lords. The margin between success and failure was so fine that 
on 10 July Chancellor Thurlow was still pressing for con 
cessions in support of a Liverpool merchants' petition pre 
sented that afternoon; on the eleventh the bill was finally 
agreed by the Lords and accepted by the Commons without 
debate. Parliament was prorogued the same day. Just one more 
day's resistance would have seen the slave traders through to 
the next session. 5S

In the view of some historians, the crucial factor in the 
salvaging of Dolben's bill was Pitt's decision to railroad it 
through the Commons and his threat of resignation should the 
Lords fail to approve it/'" But a contributory factor was the 
serious breach that occurred in the ranks of the African mer 
chants during the latter stages of the bill. The first signs of
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discord were perceived on 27 May when Tarleton wrote to 
Lord Hawkesbury that merchants who owned the smaller 
African ships claimed they were being discriminated against 
in favour of those with larger vessels. Dolben seemed not to 
realise, he said, that the proposed slave/tonnage ratio allowed 
large ships to carry more slaves than they carried before. 00 
This anomaly was subsequently corrected by the proposal of 
a 5:3 ratio up to a maximum of 400 slaves per ship.

This led the large shipowners in their turn to make a vigorous 
protest. John Dawson of Liverpool was apparently their spokes 
man, for he ignored the Liverpool delegates and the local 
African Committee and petitioned the Lords on 3 July that he 
and others faced ruin on account of the amended bill. As his 
smallest ship was 325 tons and his largest nearly 600, in effect 
he was being confined to a ratio of 1:1 or less and could no 
longer continue commercial operations. He also pleaded that 
his firm of Baker and Dawson should be considered a special 
case, exempt from the regulations altogether, since he was 
under contract to supply Spanish colonies with between 5,000 
and 6,000 slaves per annum." 1

The Lords were agreeable to concessions here, but the 
Liverpool delegates were not. On 5 July Tarleton, Norris, 
Dalzel and Matthews petitioned the House that Dawson was 
being given an unfair advantage over his trade rivals. 02 In the 
event it mattered little, for the Commons refused to accept the 
amendment in Dawson's favour in spite of further petitioning 
by him; but the dispute must certainly have harmed the Liver 
pool interest at a time when the whole issue of regulation 
that session was most delicately balanced. Lord Hawkesbury 
thought so. 0;1

REACTIONS TO THE REGULATIONS

The terms of the African slave bill 1 ' 1 were less stringent than 
the Liverpool delegates had feared, but hard enough. Slave 
traders were limited to 5 slaves per 3 tons on ships of up to 
201 tons and one slave per ton thereafter. A fine of £30 per 
slave was imposed for any carried in excess of this number. 
Each ship was required to carry at least one surgeon whose 
duties included the keeping of an accurate register of mortality 
amongst the slaves and crew. The surgeon had to attest on oath 
to the accuracy of the entries before a collector or similar 
officer at the first British port of entry after leaving Africa. 
The fine for non-compliance was £100. ori The slaves were 
further safeguarded by making it unlawful to insure against
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their loss except for acts of God, piracy, insurrection and 
the like. Bounties of £100 to the master and £50 to the surgeon 
were offered where mortality on the Middle Passage did not 
exceed two per cent, or £50 and £25 where it did not exceed 
three per cent. Three commissioners were appointed to whom 
application could be made for compensation due to losses 
arising out of the regulations. They were to recommend to 
Parliament what compensation (if any) was appropriate. The 
act took effect from 1 August and applied to ships sailing 
for Africa before this date.

In view of the argument of the Liverpool delegates that the 
slave/tonnage ratio had no bearing on the level of mortality, it 
is interesting to consider the effects of Dolben's bill as shown 
by an investigation of the surgeons' returns during 1789 and 
1795. The accounts did not prove to be as systematic as was 
intended, but out of 322 slave-ships carrying 86,582 slaves 
from different parts of West Africa the overall mortality rate 
was 7.4 per cent, i.e. more than Liverpool claimed as the 
norm for the 1780s and less than most abolitionists regarded 
as typical. There is no correlation between slave/tonnage ratio 
and mortality: however, it is clear, as the delegates suggested, 
that mortality amongst slaves varied according to their area of 
origin:

Area from which slaves taken Total Number receiving: Percentage with
number £100 bounty. £50 do. 3% mortality 
of ships or less

(a) River Senegal to river
Volta 148 64 25 61

(b) South of the river Volta 111 4 3 6
(c) Angola 63 32 10 67

Twenty-one ships out of 322 from different parts of the coast, 
but mainly from the Windward Coast or Angola, sailed to the 
West Indies without losing a single slave. 11 " Captain Hugh 
Crow commented that the bounty was regarded as a gift to the 
normally conscientious master: 'Many a laugh I and others 
have had at Mr Wilberforce and his party, when we received 
our hundred pounds bounty.' 07

After Parliament had gone into recess John Tarleton wrote 
to Lord Hawkesbury on behalf of the Liverpool delegates to 
thank him for his close attention to their interests. ns Earlier, 
Hawkesbury had written a placatory letter to Norris, Matthews 
and Dalzel (Penny and Tarleton being temporarily out of 
town) in which he regretted that his own conduct during the 
progress of the bill could not have been entirely to their satis 
faction. He advised patience. It was true that the bill had been
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rushed through and that certain clauses were open to criticism; 
but it was due to come up for renewal in 1789, by which time 
they would be in a better position to remedy its imperfections. 09 
He was being tactful. Some months later a deputation from the 
African Company heard his considered opinion of the Liver 
pool delegates:

His Lordship said, he was sorry, the Liverpool Gentlemen last Session 
contended so earnestly, for carrying more than he believed their usual 
Practice would justify, his own opinion was, that 5 Slaves to 3 Ton, was 
a fair and full Complement, that the computed Profit on a Slave was 
about £5 and he therefore was of the opinion, that for every Slave lost 
the Owners sustained an Injury, equal to his profit upon Seven Slaves, 
and he wished the Gentlemen concerned in that Commerce, would not 
solicit unreasonable Indulgencies. at this critical Conjuncture, which 
tended to inflame the Minds of Men, rather than dissipate their Fears 
and Apprehensions. 70

However, Liverpool men of affairs recognised in him a 
friend worth cultivating. After a decent interval had elapsed, 
the Common Council, on the motion of the mayor, Thomas 
Earle, voted unanimously to present Lord Hawkesbury with 
the freedom of the borough in recognition of his services to 
the commerce of the town, particularly the African trade. 
Hawkesbury, in tendering his thanks, was careful to say that he 
had done no more than his duty. 71 The town preserved and 
fostered this connection with the President of the Board of 
Trade which culminated in 1796 with his adoption of the title 
of the first Earl of Liverpool and the quartering of his arms 
with those of the Corporation.

By the end of the 1787-8 session the threat of total aboli 
tion had receded, though the merchants did encounter a tem 
porary setback in the success of the Commons motion foi 
gradual abolition in 1792 (which was aborted in the Lords). 
In time, and in spite of periods of doubt and alarm, the Liver 
pool merchants displayed more confidence in their position 
and no longer felt the need to maintain such a large delegation 
to Westminster. Their delegates dispersed at the end of July; 
and when the African business was resumed in April 1789 only 
two of them, Norris and Penny, were deputed to attend 
regularly. John Tarleton kept in touch, visiting London 
occasionally and writing often to Lord Hawkesbury and the 
African Company on this and related subjects. He was in 
poor health during part of the year and this may have pre 
vented him from taking a more active role. 72 Matthews and 
Dalzel dropped out completely. They, like Norris and Penny, 
were given a vote of thanks by the Corporation and presented 
with the freedom of the town; but they took no further part
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as the official representatives of the Liverpool African Com 
mittee. 73

Dolben's bill did not ruin the trade as the merchants had 
predicted. However, it does appear that the regulations 
weakened their competitiveness with foreigners, especially the 
French. Samuel Green prepared an assessment of its effects 
for the benefit of the parliamentary enquiry of 1790 in which 
he claimed that, in 1789, 22 African ships of 5,366 tons were 
laid up in the town as a result of the bill, and that 16 ships of 
3,061 tons had been sold out of the slave trade or were being 
used by their owners for other trades. 74 Green was making 
a special case, but there was a feeling of crisis in the meeting 
of Liverpool merchants early in March 1789 at which they 
were able to submerge their differences and make specific and 
unanimous recommendations for a complete revision of the 
regulations. Significantly, John Dawson, the earlier bone of 
contention, was chosen to transmit the resolutions to the Board 
of Trade. 71 But on 30 April Hawkesbury informed members 
of the African Company that it would still be very difficult to 
make concessions 'when so much Enthusiasm had caught hold 
of People's Minds'. 71 This did not deter Norris and Penny from 
continuing to press for more slaves per ton. They argued that if 
this was refused Parliament must reconsider the question of 
compensation. 77 They got nowhere. Apart from a few minor 
amendments, the bill was renewed in its original form.

In fact, the slave trade soon recovered from its temporary 
setback of 1789-90. The French Revolution seems to have 
had a depressing effect on French investment in the African 
trade and inspired slave insurrections in the Caribbean which 
led to the collapse of the St Domingo economy. So the French 
challenge to the British slave trade never materialised. Yet it 
is tempting to speculate that if these unforseen developments 
had not occurred, Dolben's bill might indeed have proved a 
back-door method of abolition. 78

In retrospect, the merchants of Liverpool came to see the 
events of 1788 less as a failure to defend the status quo ante, 
more as a success in fending off the assault of the abolitionists. 
They continued to support the delegation of Norris and Penny, 
but when Norris died in 1792 they did not renew it. The 
Common Council paid Norris a handsome tribute:

.. . being evidently instrumental in a most eminent Degree in obtaining 
that temporary Success which has thus far attended the measures of 
the African Merchants . . . the unwearied zeal, constant anxiety, a jading 
and incessant attendance upon Committees of the House of Commons, 
with a constant and unavoidable attention to many Members of both 
Houses of Parliament, together also with unmerited Censure and a
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studied Misrepresentation of his Conduct by many of his opponents in 
what may have been termed an unpopular Cause: that these we say. 
served to harass a Constitution already hurt by foreign Climates if they 
did not also eventually hasten its final Ruin.

The Council gave an annuity of £100 to Morris's widow and 
£500 to the widow of Samuel Green, who died the same year. 
Penny refused pecuniary compensation as he felt that he had 
been paid more than enough for his services. 79 It is not clear 
what he was paid. Wilberforce claimed that the town spent 
over £10,000 towards its parliamentary opposition to the 
abolitionist campaign during 1788 and 1792, including the cost 
of raising petitions and printing pamphlets."" But no doubt 
the Council and the African merchants reckoned that it had 
been money well spent.
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says that Morris's defection was due to public pressure from the Cor 
poration: but he does not show his sources, nor explain why Norris 
was chosen. Norris himself told the Commons he was appointed at a 
meeting of the merchants at which he was not present and without his 
prior consent (Accounts & Papers, 1790, XXX, 699. p. 59).

22 On John Tarleton's list for 1790, James Penny & Co. owned two 
African ships worth £8,745 with cargo and outfitting (Accounts & 
Papers, 1790, XXIX. 698, pp. 500-5). On the Elliot Army lists for 1798. 
quoted in Gomer Williams, op. cit. pp. 681-4, the firm is shown with 
six ships in the trade. Penny was a freeman of the African Company.

23 Report of the Lords of Committee. 1789, Part I.
24 S. M. X. Golbery, Travels in Africa (1803), ii, pp. 177 and 192. Matthews 

stated that he left England for Sierra Leone in a Liverpool ship, though it 
could of course have been London-owned. But it seems unlikely that a 
London merchant would have sufficient business in Sierra Leone to 
merit one agent, let alone two.

25 J. Matthews, A voyage to the River Sierra Leone (1788), pp. 149 and 182.
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The book caused Clarkson some concern and he asked his brother John 
to check its accuracy when he visited Sierra Leone in 1791 (Clarkson 
Papers: B.M. Add. MSS. 4126A f. 11).

26 Archibald Dalzel, Letters to his brother, 1762-1807 (Edinburgh Univer 
sity Library, DK 7/52). Dalzel wrote to the press under the pssudonym 
'Vindex'. See Gore's General Advertiser, 10 Jan., and Williamson's 
Liverpool Advertiser, 14 Jan. 1788. The Manchester Mercury, 15, 22 and 
29 Jan. contains attacks on 'Vindex' which the Liverpool papers, pre 
sumably, declined to publish.

27 African Company. Minutes and Letter-Books: T/70 146. 13 Oct. 91: T/70 
70, ibid; T/70 146. 13 Dec. 91; T/70 147, 18 Aug. 93 and 7 Jan. 95. 
Thomas Earle and John Hodgson stood security for Dalzel for £5.000, 
but this did not cover his private debts.

28 African Company, Detached Papers, n.d.. T/70 1557. A later set of 
notes, entitled 'Remarks on the evidence', criticised the abolitionist 
witnesses as inexperienced, depending on hearsay. For example, William 
James, a Liverpool seaman brought in by Clarkson, admitted that his 
last slaving voyage had been in 1768 when he was only eighteen years 
old (Report of the Lords of Committee, Part II). In all thirty witnesses 
gave oral testimony before the Privy Council of whom sixteen were for 
the abolitionists. Most of the witnesses on both sides were seamen or 
former seamen and were therefore not of high social standing; though 
in the matter of status on balance the anti-abolitionists were the more 
impressive. Clarkson admitted that this was the case.

29 Report of the Lords of Committee, 1789. Part I.
30 Ibid.
31 Clarkson, op. cit. i. p. 481.
32 Roscoe Papers, 920 ROS 253, 6 Mar. 1788 (Liverpool Public Libraries).
33 Clarkson, op. cit. i, p. 488. The scientists had recently arrived in Lon 

don from an expedition to West Africa. As they were under the 
patronage of King Gustavus of S\veden they were not lacking in 
prestige.

34 Report of the Lords of Committee, Part II. Clarkson's interpretation of 
the figures was open to dispute. He did not allow that many who 
deserted or were discharged subsequently returned home in other ships; 
nor did he mention that morality of seamen in ships trading to Africa 
for wood, gum and ivory was equally as high as in the slave trade. 
Yet even the African Company paid him a grudging tribute. An un 
known commentator, writing for the information of members, observed: 
'It is a very easy Task to give the different Subjects, he treats on, a high 
Colouring, and herein he has succeeded, but bring forward his Facts, at 
the Bar of the House, and it will then appear, if they are founded, or not' 
(African Company, T/70 1557, n.d.). Such was the ignorance of the 
public on the treatment of seamen generally that it proved easy to make 
capital out of the plight of those engaged in the slave trade.

35 Accounts & Papers, 1789, XXIV. 626. The report was not finally pub 
lished until April 1789. Even Lord Hawkesbury, no friend to the 
abolitionists, was fully convinced of the need for regulation (See 
Liverpool Papers, B.M. Add. MSS. 38416, passim).

36 In the 'Proceedings of the Committee for the Abolition of the Slave 
Trade', 12 Aug. 1788 (B.M. Add. MSS. 21255), there was high praise 
for Dolben's conduct and of the terms secured for the African slave 
bill.

37 Clarkson. op. cit. i, p. 529. See also Cobbett's Parliamentary history. 
XXVII, debate of 21 May.

38 Parliamentary history, XXVII; Debrett's Parliamentary Register. XXIV, 
debates of 26 May. Accounts of the debates by Cobbett and Debrett 
are by no means identical.

39 Ibid, for the debates of 28 May and 2 June. Only Debrett reports the 
debate of 2 June, which is not recorded in the Commons Journal. If any 
other M.P.s spoke against the bill they are not reported.

40 Accounts A Papers. 1789, XXIV, 633, passim, Clarkson. op. cit. i,
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pp. 535-40. Somewhat similar ground is covered in the evidence of 
John Tarleton and James Jones, the Bristol merchant, in 'Evidence 
taken at the Bar upon the second reading of ths African Slave Trade 
Regulation Bill. 21 June 1788" (House of Lords Record Office, which also 
contains a copy of Captain Parry's report).

41 Report of the Lords of Committee. 1789. Part II.
42 Accounts & Papers, 1789, XXIV, p. 5.
43 Ibid. p. 18.
44 African Company, Minutes. 1 May 1789. P.R.O., T/70 146.
45 Clarkson. op. cil. i, p. 542. There is probably some exaggeration here, 

though something of the scene emerges from the minutes of evidence 
(see Accounts & Papers. 1789, XXIV. 633, pp. 34-5). Dalzel himself 
admitted he was very nervous of speaking in public.

46 Parliamentary register, XXIV. p. 91. Pitt did suggest they might be 
heard later, but this was not followed up. James Jones was the only 
non-Liverpool witness to be heard.

47 Parliamentary history, XXVII, debate of 17 June. Quotations from 
Cobbett or Dcbrett are suspect: Wilberforce suggests that they compiled 
parliamentary speeches partly from memory (Currie Papers, 920 CUR 
49. Wilberforce to James Currie. 11 Nov. 1790: Liverpool Public 
Libraries). In this case. Beaufoy's alleged comments make a very 
effective statement of the abolitionist position.

48 Liverpool Papers, B.M. Add. MSS. 38416. ff. 90-3. Tarleton enclosed 
a copy of a letter from Samuel Green stating that Norris, Dalzel and 
Matthews were being sent post-haste from Liverpool. The terms of the 
bill had taken them by surprise, but they were determined to oppose it 
to the full.

49 Ibid. f. 96. 30 May. 1788.
50 Ibid. f. 103. 9 June. 1788. Hawkesbury was certainly partial on this 

issue. He actually solicited correspondence from people whom he thought 
might make out a good case for the slave trade. He had no time for 
Wilberforce or his more enthusiastic supporters, especially those, like 
Clarkson, who combined abolition with radical views on politics. Nor, 
from the nature of his office, was he inclined to discourage any form of 
commercial activity which was not against the national interest. But 
where he felt there were defects in the operation of the African trade 
he said so plainly. There is no suggestion that he used his office or his 
personal influence irregularly in support of the African merchants. If 
anything, he was a restraining influence, seeking to apply orderly con 
duct on a trade that was once a free-for-all. He argued forcibly that 
the slave trade must show itself to be respectable if it was to survive.

51 Parliamentary register, XXIV, p. 85.
52 Liverpool Papers. B.M. Add. MSS. 38416, f. 103. A recent study of the 

profitability of the English slave trade by Professor Anstey calculates an 
average profit of 13.4 per cent for the 1780s, declining thereafter 
(private information).

53 Commons Journal, 1787-8. 43. pp. 507 and 515. London merchants 
also sent a petition.

54 Lords Journal, 1787-90, 38, passim. There were three other petitions 
against the proposed regulations: one from the manufacturers of 
Manchester and two from individual traders.

55 Currie Papers, 920 CUR 113. James Currie to Miss Cropper. 26 June 1788. 
I have been unable to confirm that the unflattered Lord Galloway did 
in fact present this petition. E. M. Hunt in an unpublished M.A. thesis 
('The north of England agitation for the abolition of the slave trade' 
(Manchester, 1959), p. 194) quotes the Whitehall Evening Post of 
6 Julv 1788 to the elfcct that 13,500 signed it. If so, it must have con 
tained some dubious signatures.

56 Parliamentary history. XXVII, debate of 25 June. The suggestion that 
Thurlow's presence was thought to be esssntial is from Clarkson, op. cit. 
i, p. 552, but of course the delay might have besn simply out of 
courtesy to the Lord Chancellor. It is interesting that the Liverpool press
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reported these debates in detail, paying particular attention to the 
speeches of those friendly to the trade. Willitimson's Liverpool Adver 
tiser. 25 May. 1789. described Lords Thurlow and Hawkesbury as 
stalwart supporters of the Liverpool interest.

57 Commons Journal, 1787-8, 43. p. 649. Unfortunately, it is not altogether 
clear what the Lords' amendments were. The journals of both Houses 
itemise them by reference to the wording of the original bill of which 1 
have been unable to find a copy. By comparing the two journals with 
the final form of the bill it seems that in ellect the Commons agreed 
to those amendments intended to clarify the original wording: they 
accepted a modification of the slave/tonnage ratio from 3:2 to 5:3 on 
ships of up to 201 tons, with one slave per ton thereafter (in commitee 
on 17 June the Commons proposed a ratio of 5:3 on ships of up to 150 
tons, provided they were purpose-built, and 3:2 for larger vessels: 
Parliamentary history, XXVII, p. 589); they accepted a compensation 
clause but declined an additional clause intended to exclude traders 
under contract to a foreign stale from Ihe provisions of the bill. A 
significant concession, apparently not the result of the Lords' amend 
ments, was that the proposed upper limit of 400 slaves per ship was 
not applied.

58 Lords Journal, 38. pp. 261-3; Commons Journal, 43. pp. 651-2.
59 For example, R. Coupland. The British anti-slavery movement (1933), 

p. 90: Howse. op. cit. pp. 33-4.
60 Liverpool Papers. B.M. Add. MSS. 38416. f. 132.
61 Lords Journal, 38. p. 256. The original petitions are in the House of 

Lords Record Office. Dawson, incidentally, was possibly the world's 
leading slave trader. Tarleton calculated that he needed only 5 or 6 
ships to fulfill his Spanish contract and that he had 19 slave-ships worth 
£157,000 with cargo and outfitting (Accounts & Papers, 1790, XXIX, 
698, p. 500). Dawson stated in 1792 that he owned 21 African ships 
(Commons Journal, 1792. 47, p. 742).

62 Lords Journal, 38, p. 261; petition in the House of Lords R.O. The 
omission of Penny may not be significant: the delegates were frequently 
out of town.

63 Baker & Dawson were badly hit by Dolben's bill, but the firm survived. 
There is no suggestion in Dawson's later petitions and correspondence 
that he was unable to fulfil the contract.

64 28 Geo. 111. c. 54. An Act to Regulate the Carrying of Slaves. It expired 
on 1 Aug. 1789.

65 One effect on Liverpool was the establishment of a Licensing Board to 
examine and register surgeons. Its standards were rigorous, as might 
be expected of a body which contained Dr Currie, the outspoken 
abolitionist. See T. H. Bickerton, A medical history of Liverpool (1936) 
and E. N. Chamberlain, The influence of the slave trade on Liverpool 
medicine (1954) for an account of the town's pre-eminence as a centre for 
tropical medicine.

66 Adapted from Accounts & Papers, 1795-6. XL11. 849. pp. 1-7. Overall 
mortality was 4.1 per cent Senagal to Volta; 13.1 per cent South of 
Volta; 2.8 per cent Angola. The Angola figures include 3 ships sailing 
from the Congo.

67 Memoirs of the late Captain Hugh Crow of Liverpool (1830), p. 42. Of 
the regulations in general. Crow added that 'every person acquainted 
with the business heartily approved', which was very far from being 
true of the early reactions of the Liverpool merchants.

68 Liverpool Papers. B.M. Add. MSS. 38416, f. 152, 16 July 1788.
69 Ibid. 38310, f. 21b. The latter was dated 6 July by which time Hawkes 

bury considered that the bill would pass without further substantial 
amendment, which was the case.

70 African Company, Minutes. 1 May 1789. P.R.O., T/70 146. Ihe pur 
pose of the delegation was to seek concessions for the export of raw 
wool to Africa.

71 Minutes of the Liverpool Common Council. 3 Sept. 1788; Liverpool
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Papers, 38223, ff. 169, 170 and 175; ibid. 38310, f. 24b. It is surprising 
that Thurlow was not similarly honoured. He was much more vocal in 
his criticism of the abolitionists than Hawkesbury. Later, the Duke of 
Clarence was given the freedom of the town for anti-abolitionist sym 
pathies. Hawkesbury and the royal duke had slave-ships named in their 
honour.

72 Tarleton Papers, 920 TAR 4/7. John Tarleton to Clayton Tarleton, 
22 Aug. 1789.

73 Minutes of the Liverpool Common Council, 4 June 1788.
74 Accounts & Papers, 1790, XXIX, 698, pp. 510-12. The letter was dated 

the 15 Mar. 1790. Green estimated that 1,007 tradesmen and labourers, 
22 masters, 47 mates and 356 seamen were unemployed or had left 
town as a result and that the number of persons in the poor house or on 
poor relief had increased by more than half. A similar account is 
given in the Holt and Gregson Papers, x, pp. 375-9, Liverpool Public 
Libraries. If claims for compensation were made, as seems likely, it 
does not appear they were met. It is curious that there is no mention 
of claims in the papers of the African Company or in those of African 
merchants, though there is a reference >n the Minutes of the West India 
Committee, London. On 19 May 1789 a meeting of 160 West India 
merchants (with Lord Penrhyn in the chair and many Liverpool mer 
chants attending) complained bitterly that, in spite of promises, no 
compensation for losses occasioned by Dolben's bill had been allowed.

75 Liverpool Papers, B.M. Add. MSS. 38416, f. 230, 12 Mar. 1789. Dawson 
stated in a personal message to Hawkesbury that though he was par 
ticularly hurt by the restrictions he, like the others, had complied with his 
lordship's request that the resolutions should be unanimous so as to 
carry more weight. A copy of the resolutions has not survived, but 
they seem to have included a demand for a slave/tonnage ratio of 2:1 
without an upper limit on numbers. Nothing came of it.

76 African Company, Minutes. 1 May. 1789, P.R.O.. T/70 146.
77 Liverpool Papers, 38416, f. 249, 27 May 1789. Their argument was sup 

ported by the West India Committee in a resolution of 30 June. The 
merchants claimed that if Dolben's bill was continued it would be tanta 
mount to abolition (West India Committee: Minutes, 1785-92).

78 An indication of reduced competitiveness is that early in 1789 the West 
Indies plantation-owners complained that Dolben's bill had already put 
up the price of slaves by five pounds a head (Report of the Lords of 
Committee, 1789. Part IV. Appendix).

79 Minutes of the Liverpool Common Council, 5 Dec. 1792 and 2 Jan. 1793. 
Penny was given a vote of thanks and plate to the value of £100.

80 Wilberforce, op. cit. i, p. 345 and note. There is nothing in the records 
of Liverpool Corporation to substantiate this claim, so far as I am 
aware.


