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Introduction 

 

Despite the fact that the first provincial anti-slavery society was established in Newcastle 1791, 

and the fact that Earl Grey, the Northumberland aristocrat was the Prime Minister who ensured 

the passing of the Reform Act of 1832 and the Abolition of Slavery Act in 1833, no serious work 

had been undertaken before 2007 on the region's abolition movement. This is partly because 

there has been a tendency to concentrate on the abolition movement as a set of formal 

organisations, and not also as a series of interconnecting networks.  

 

The regional movement was particularly rooted in the Quakers, Unitarians, Methodists, and 

Baptists organisational structures and family connections. While much national research has 

emphasised the role of the Quakers, the North East work shows the leading importance of the 

Unitarians, especially under the leadership of Rev. William Turner in Newcastle. Important roles 

were also played by many Anglicans as well, especially after Shute Barrington became Bishop of 

Durham in 1791.  

 

The most famous North Easteners associated with abolition were Granville Sharp and Charles 

Grey. They are two examples of people with long continuities of involvement in the cause. 

Another was the Unitarian Rev. William Turner involved from at least 1789 to 1838. There were 

the Bruces, father and son, local headmasters, who were officers of the various anti-slavery 

organisations that changed their names as the movement changed its focus. Among the Quaker 

families were the Richardsons, Peases and Backhouses. Harriett Martineau, who was active from 

the 1840s, and lived for a few years in Tynemouth in the first half of that decade, had local 

family connections linking her with long standing local abolitionists. 

 

On the surface there were discontinuities in organised anti-slavery society activity. The ability to 

move fast when the next stage of action was needed, however, was facilitated by overlapping 

networks and cross-membership with other organisations.  

 

This pamphlet is divided into three sections based on talks I have given in the past. 

 

(1) An introduction to the abolition movement in the North East based on work since 

2007, in which I and many others have been involved, as discussed in Part 1 - Digging 

Up The Hidden Chains.  

 

(2) Developing Moral and Social Capital in the North East – The Contribution of 

Abolitionists. 

 

(3) The Newcastle Literary & Philosophical Society. 

 

This is Part 3 of a series of pamphlets I have published because of the revival of interest 

resulting from the Black Lives Matters protests about the murder of George Floyd in the United 

States.  The other parts are|: 

 

1. Digging Up The Hidden Chains. Researching and disseminating information about the 

North East’s involvements in the slavery business and anti-slavery campaigning 

2. The ‘Black Indies’: The North East Connections with the Slavery Business 

4. ‘In no place in the United Kingdom has the American slave warmer friends than in 

Newcastle’ – Black Abolitionists in the North East 

5.  The Involvement of People of  African Heritage in the North East 

 

I was the project worker for the Tyne & Wear Remembering Slavery Project in 2007 led by 
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Newcastle-upon-Tyne Literary & Philosophical Society. I have continued to research, give talks, 

publish and make detailed material available since. (See Part 1. Appendix 2)  

 

These pamphlets are aimed at members of the public and therefore do not have footnotes as 

would be normal for academic papers.  

 

I hope that this collection will encourage further research to contribute to our knowledge and 

understanding, especially because of the importance in work to combat racism. 

 

Sean Creighton © 

August 2020 

sean.creighton1947@btinternet.com 

 

History & Social Action Publications, 6 Oakhill Rd, London, SW16 5RG 

 

mailto:sean.creighton1947@btinternet.com
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CAMPAIGNING AGAINST ENSLAVEMENT OF AFRICANS IN THE NORTH EAST  

 

It took time to lay the foundations to construct an organised movement for the abolition of the 

slave trade. The issues involved in the trade and slavery were discussed from time to time. In 

1755 The Newcastle General Magazine published the views of Benjamin Franklin about the 

adverse costs and other effects of slavery. Although his book The Chains of Slavery written in 

1774 was not about African slavery, Jean Paul Marat’s wide circulation of it in Newcastle, at a 

time of radical political debate may have helped people make a link between the slavery 

exercised by Princes and of Africans. Three years later Thomas Saint’s Essays commercial and 

political published in Newcastle discussed the linkage between slavery and political liberty. 

 

The Quakers were one of the earliest groups to begin to question the involvement of their 

members in slavery. There was regular communication between Quakers on both sides of the 

Atlantic through the London Yearly Meeting attended by delegates from around the country 

including Newcastle, and epistles and advice about slavery went out from at least 1737 to the 

local Quaker meetings. They set up their own abolition committee in 1783 using their national 

network to galvanise support. With Thomas Clarkson and Granville Sharp they set up the Society 

for the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1787 based in London. Among the subscriptions it received 

was one from Sharp’s father. In 1788 Peter Marsden published in Newcastle his account of 

Jamaica and his reflections on the enslaved. 

 

Support for Abolition of the Slave Trade Up To 1790  

 

It is not clear how the abolition movement began to develop in the North East. It may be that 

there was support for the work of Granville Sharp in London successfully challenging slave 

owners in the courts to prevent them returning their black ‘servants’ to enslavement when they 

returned to the West Indies. Sharp’s landmark case in 1772 was over James Somerset in which 

Lord Mansfield ruled that slave masters could not forcibly remove their slaves from England. At 

the request of the former slave Olaudah Equiano Sharp took up the case of The Zong ship in 

which the captain threw more than 130 slaves overboard in order to collect the insurance, an 

episode later to be painted by Turner when his patron was Duke of Northumberland. The Duke of 

Northumberland and his son Earl Percy subscribed in  1782 to the publication of the letters of 

Ignatius Sancho, the former African slave. 

 

Sharp was also involved in settling in West Africa’s Sierra Leone area volunteers from London’s 

black poor including black American Loyalists, and then black Loyalists from Nova Scotia. 

Thomas Winterbottom of South Shields went there as a doctor and wrote a book on Africa. The 

original subscribers to the Sierra Leone Company established in 1791 included Granville Sharp, 

Thomas Adams of Alnwick, Rev. Thomas Burgess of Durham, Richard Fishwick of Newcastle, 

Michael Longridge of Sunderland and Thomas Pickering of Darlington.  

 

Abolition supporters were involved in North East coal, iron and lead mining, manufacturing coke, 

glass, soap, candles and vitriol, coach and ship building, coal and timber trading, whaling, 

banking, provisioning, and later the development of the railways. They included the Montagus, 

Angas's, Backhouses, Cooksons, Doubledays, Lambs, Ormstons, Attwoods and Longridges. Michael 

Longridge was an original subscriber to the Sierra Leone Company in 1791. His son Michael was a 

supporter of abolition being a member of the Committee of the Newcastle Anti-Slavery Society 

by 1836.  

  

Moving into Northumberland in the early period of the abolition movement from 1788 were two 

men who were to make important contributions to the abolition movement: Thomas Trotter and 

James Field Sttanfield. Trotter had been a surgeon in the Royal Navy and then the African slave 
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trading ship the Brookes in 1783. Back in Britain in 1785 he settled in Northumberland. He gave 

evidence to the House of Commons Committee of Inquiry in 1790/91. After serving a further 

period in the Navy including as surgeon on the flagship of Northumberland’s Admiral Roddam, he 

practiced medicine in Newcastle until his death in 1832.  

 

Stanfield moved to Sunderland in 1787 and the London Anti-Slavery  Committee published his 

book about his experiences of the slave trade Observations on a Guinea Voyage based on letters 

to Thomas Clarkson. The following year he published his abolitionist poem The Guinea Voyage. 

He called his son ‘Clarkson’ after the campaigner.  

 

In 1787 Newcastle’s engraver Thomas Bewick was commissioned by a society reportedly based in 

London and Newcastle of which North East landowner Sir John Swinburne and Thomas Bigge 

were members. The engraving is of a slave kneeling in the plantation setting with the slogan Am 

I not A Man and A Brother?  

 

In 1788 the London Society wrote to Mayors all around the country appealing for petitions. 

Enough support had been organised in Newcastle to successfully achieve the approval by the 

Newcastle Common Council to sending of a petition against the slave trade to Parliament. The 

next year William Pitt successfully won the vote in the House of Commons ordering a Privy 

Council investigation into the slave trade, followed by a House of Commons review.  

 

Activities in 1791 

 

Wilberforce introduced his first bill against the slave trade in 1791, which was defeated. That 

year Thomas Clarkson visited Newcastle and met some of the local abolitionists, including 

Thomas Allason, Vicar of Heddon-on-the-Wall, William Turner, minister of the Hanover Square 

Unitarian Church, and William Baston, a corn merchant. 1791 also saw the appointment of 

Thomas Burgess as chaplin to the newly appointed Bishop of Durham Shute Barrington. He had 

advocated the principle of gradual emancipation in his tract Considerations on the Abolition of 

Slavery published in 1789. 1791 saw the start of the revolt against the French on Saint Dominque 

(Haiti). 

 

The Newcastle Anti-Slavery Society was set up. Its Committee held its first public meeting in 

December 1791. It was chaired by the Anglican Rev. Thomas Allason. The meeting agreed to 

publish 2,000 copies of Thomas Clarkson's summary of the evidence on the slave trade submitted 

to the 1790 and 1791 Select Committee of the House of Commons. It was also agreed to send 

copies to the civic officials in Northumberland, the sheriffs and justices of the peace, the 

mayors and aldermen of the Corporations of Newcastle, Durham, and Berwick-on-Tweed, several 

of the incorporated companies in Newcastle, and to Ministers of dissenting congregations and 

the Quakers. The front cover used Bewick's kneeling slave image. The cost of that publication 

suggests the access to funding among supporters, including businessmen. The meetings that 

followed over the next six weeks resulted in over 3,000 people signing the Newcastle & 

Gateshead petition, and 1,268 people the Shields one, many being ship owners and mariners. 

This campaigning success suggests that the ground was fertile in the rural, urban, mining and 

seafaring communities, and across class, gender and religious divides.  

 

Olaudah Equiano in Newcastle 

 

Olaudah Equiano, the leading black abolitionist and reformer, visited Newcastle in September 

179? to lecture and sell his autobiographical  Interesting Narrative about his boyhood in Africa, 

capture and his enslavement experiences.  The book could already be borrowed in Newcastle by 

subscribers to R. Fisher’s Circulating Library. Equiano advertised in The Newcastle Chronicle on 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Privy_Council
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Privy_Council
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15 September. He went ‘90 fathoms down St. Anthony’s Colliery, at Newcastle, under the river 

Tyne’. This mine was probably owned by George Johnson of Byker, who purchased 100 copies of 

the book, possibly for distribution to his workers.  Equiano then went on to Durham and Stockton. 

Over the eight editions in his life time there were subscribers from the North East. The 1789 edition had 

been subscribed to by Granville Sharp, and by John Wesley, the anti-slavery Methodist leader with a large 

following in the North East.  

 

Activities in 1792 

 

When Wilberforce unsuccessfully proposed for a second time in the Commons in 1792 to bring in 

an abolition bill, he was supported by Sir Ralph Milbanke, one of the County Durham MPs, and 

Lord Percy who proposed ‘the liberation of’ the enslaved. That year the petitions from all over 

the country included from Darlington, organised  by the Quaker John Dodgson, Durham, Wooler, 

Alnwick, Belford, and both Shields, and from the emerging political reform working class 

organisations like the London Corresponding Society, of which Equiano was a member. Thomas 

Gisborne, a Prebendary at Durham Cathedral, published his thoughts on the Commons debate.  

  

A public meeting supported by the Incorporated Companies of Newcastle was held. Money was 

collected, including from the engravers Ralph Beilby and Thomas Bewick. By the end of February 

3,160 signatures had been collected.  

  

The Princess Zanfara  

 

In 1792 Barnard Castle based freemason William Hutchinson published an abolition play The 

Princess of Zanfara. He also used Bewick's image. The play was printed by the London based 

freemason John Wilkie, and had been written on the encouragement of Hutchinson's fellow 

freemason Rev. Daniel Watson. The abolitionists Sir John Swiniburne, Robert Ormston and 

William Batson were freemasons. Many North East supporters of anti-slavery also campaigned for 

other key reforms, including the extension of the vote and the reform of Parliament, and the 

ending of restrictions and penalties on non-Anglican Christians.  

 

After the death of her husband Edward Elizabeth Montagu had taken over the running of his 

Northumberland coal mining business, based at Denham Hall. She was a friend of Wilberforce 

and a supporter of the cause. William Turner was so busy with anti-slavery activity that he had 

to apologise to his congregation for neglecting his work with them. His reply to ‘an anonymous 

article justifying the slave trade’ was published in The Newcastle Courant.  

 

Some abolitionists subscribed and made donations to the national abolition organisations. The 

annual reports of these organisations are very useful in terms of identifying who these people at 

a local or regional level were.  

 

With the Government backlash against radical ideas and organisation following the French 

Revolution and the popularity of Tom Paine’s political pamphlet The Rights of Man, the abolition 

movement split between conservatives like Wilberforce and liberals like Northumberland’s 

Charles Grey. With the cessation in meetings of the London Committee co-ordinated 

campaigning round the country ceased. The Newcastle Society seems to have held its last 

meeting in March 1792.  

 

The next year, 1793, saw the foundation of the Newcastle-upon-Tyne Literary & Philosophical 

Society seems to have become an important network organisation for abolitionists. They were 

active in a range of other organisations, such as charities, missionary and Bible societies in the 

towns where they lived, worked, worshipped and socialised with others who shared their beliefs. 
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There were therefore many opportunities to discuss events, to share information, and to take 

those rapid decisions to re-activate the local anti-slavery society and organise a public meeting, 

as happened in 1814 over the issue of the proposed revival of the French slave trade. 

 

While condemning the British supporters of the Revolution in his 1794 tract. Rev. John Hampson, 

the Rector of Sunderland, argued the case for abolition of the slave trade.  Swinburne tried 

unsuccessfully to initiate a campaign against the Sedition and Treason Acts of 1795.  The anti-

slavery campaign continued in Parliament. Charles Grey spoke in the 1796 debate. In his 

farewell speech following his defeat as Durham City MP in 1802 Michael Angelo Taylor said that 

he had been “an uniform and steady opposer of the slave trade.”  

 

The Abolition of Britain’s Involvement in the Slave Trade 

 

Grey was a member of the short lived Ministry of All The Talents in 1806 and 1807. It was its 

abolitionist members who found a way of breakthrough the Parliamentary block against taking 

action against the slave trade. The Foreign Slave Trade Act was passed  prohibiting Britons from 

transporting slaves to non-British territory. In the debate in the Commons on 10 June 1806 Ralph 

Milbanke seconded the resolution. The passage of the Act made the case for the abolition of 

involvement by Britons in transatlantic slave trading easier to achieve through the 1807 Act. 

Local campaigning recommenced to support the passing of the Act. Henry Taylor and James 

Proctor were in touch with Charles Grey on behalf of the North Shields Quakers, and Durham 

Corporation’s Town Clerk wrote asking one of the local MPs to vote for the bill.   

 

Grey played an important role in the 1807 Bill debate, tackling head on the opponents’ 

argument that it would be economically damaging, and arguing that justice for the slave owners 

was not justice when it was at the expensive of the oppression of the slaves. Hugh Percy, later 

3rd Duke of Northumberland, unsuccessfully advocated immediate emancipation in 1807. When 

James Field Stanfield published his combined edition of his Guinea Voyage works in 1808, to 

mark the passing of the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act, it was dedicated to Milbanke.  

In 1808 the merchant George William Meadley, published his biography of William Paley, the 

recently deceased  anti-slavery rector of Bishopwearmouth (1795-1805).  With the abolition of 

the British involvement in the slave trade, followed by similar abolition by the United States . 

popular campaigning wound down again. The African Institution  was formed in 1807 to help the 

development of Sierra Leone.  Its local supporters, included Grey and Barrington as Vice-

Presidents and subscribers, other supporters being John Atkinson, G. L. Hollingsworth, and 

Messrs Janson & Sons and R. W. Johnstone of Darlington.  

 

The Campaign To Prevent The French Re-start Of Their Slave Trade 

 

Campaigning across the country was re-kindled by during the European peace negotiations in 

1814 by the French demand to resume for five years the slave trade to their West Indian 

colonies. The organisers of the London protest meeting, at which Charles Grey spoke, sent 

copies of the resolutions around the country.  Given the educative function of the Lit & Phil and 

the networking that could take place there, it was easy to organise the Newcastle meeting 

which adopted the London resolutions. It also set up an organising committee. Members included  

William Turner, James Losh, Robert Doubleday, Thomas Gibson, Robert Rankin, and John Bruce, 

all members of the Lit & Phil, along with Robert Ormston and William Batson of the 1791/2 

Committee and Anthony Clapham, who was probably the son of the Anthony Clapham of that 

Committee. Meetings were also held in Gateshead, Sunderland, Durham and Darlington. Under 

pressure from the British and the Russian Tsar the French waived their right to resume the 

trade.  
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The end of the Wars with France led to a period of economic problems, popular unrest and 

growing demands for political reform. Grey was at the centre of the moderate wing on these 

issues. He was a firm defender of civil rights especially after the Parliamentary report alleging a 

widespread revolutionary conspiracy by followers of the Newcastle born Thomas Spence. Grey 

was among those who condemned the Peterloo Massacre in 1819. A more militant response came 

from some of Spence's followers, including the black activist William Davidson, who were 

convicted of the Cato St Conspiracy to assassinate the Cabinet in 1820.  Enslaved people 

continued their acts of revolt including Bussa’s rebellion in Barbados in 1816. In 1817 Lord 

Eldon’s brother William Scott, Lord Stowell, the Newcastle born lawyer, passed a judgement on 

a ship involved in slave trading, in which he said ‘if it is a sin, it is a sin in which the Country has 

had its full share of guilt.’  

 

The Role of Missionary Societies 

 

A new strand to the way many people thought about slavery was support for missionary work at 

home and abroad, including the provision of education to the enslaved. From its 1811 formation 

the Newcastle Auxiliary Bible Society took an interest in such work. It published a bible in 

Arabic, a copy of which was to be owned by Omar, a Muslim African slave in the United States. 

The Methodist Missionary Society for the Newcastle-upon-Tyne District was instituted in April 

1814, setting up five circuit committees based on Newcastle, Sunderland, Durham, North 

Shields, and Hexham. It’s first report summarises the development of missionary work including 

to America. Members of such societies affiliated nationally were able to read about the 

activities of the Bible and missionary societies in the colonies and elsewhere. This included 

information in the journal of the British and Foreign Bible Society about Simeon Wilheim, an 

African who died in London in 1817. Local newspapers continued to carry news, like the death of 

John Redder, the Jamaican Maroon leader in 1816.  A leading Newcastle radical Eneas Mackenzie 

published a book on the United States and Canada in 1820.  

 

Abolition Campaigning In The 1820s 

 

A new national Anti-Slavery Society was launched in 1823 with 250 local societies being 

established and a massive pamphlet publishing programme. Not long after Losh spoke at a 

meeting to petition Parliament, the Newcastle Society for Promoting the Gradual Abolition of 

Slavery throughout the British Dominions was set up in May, to which the Common Council 

subscribed. active members included Turner, Losh and Ormston. Like its predecessors the new 

organisation was not just city based. It had connections along Tyneside and with other groups in 

the North East, encouraging supporters in small villages and hamlets, probably helping with such 

things as pamphlet supply. The Society published a pamphlet about its objects written by W. 

Mitchell.  

 

Losh was again addressing a pro-petition meeting on 31 March 1824. In 1824 Thomas W. B. Hendy 

published his tract on establishing the civil rights of ‘free people of colour’ as a preliminary step 

to emancipation. In the Parliamentary session 1823-4 at least 560 abolition petitions were sent 

to Parliament, and only 3 against. Those from the North East’s towns and villages, included ones 

from Alnwick, Aycliffe, Barnard Castle, Blyth, Chester-le-Street, Darlington, Durham, Gateshead, 

Ferry Hill, Hexham, Hurworth upon Tees, Monkwearmouth, Newcastle, Ovingham and 

Sedgefield, S, Shields, Staindrop, Stockton, Sunderland, Tynemouth and Yarrow.  The Lit & Phil 

had members in some of these towns, who would regularly travel to Newcastle to take part in its 

activities, allowing them to be briefed to take the initiative when they returned home.  

 

Information about abolition and slavery sometimes appears in letters and diaries. In 1826 writing 

from Mexico to Sir John Swinburne, J. Brand discussed the politics there and alluded to 
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Wilberforce, abolition and free labour. Abolition was one of the issues debated in the 

Parliamentary election of 1826, along with political reform. Candidates for the two Counties and 

Newcastle, like H. T. Liddell, Thomas Wentworth Beaumont, Powlett and John Bell all made 

their opposition to slavery clear, though they differed in how abolition should be achieved. 

Josephine Butler’s father John Grey of Millfield, near Wooler, was criticised for his treatment of 

‘his own white slaves at home’. In 1826 John Fenwick’s letter on West Indian slavery published 

in The Tyne Mercury was reprinted as a pamphlet. The Sunderland Anti-Slavery Association was 

particularly active in the years 1827 to 1829.  The Newcastle Quakers continued their activities 

with special attention to slavery in the United States. In 1827 the local Methodists were able to 

read in their national magazine about the  American Anti-Slavery Convention held in Baltimore, 

varieties of the American Race, the American Negro and his Master, and Negro Slavery. Ira 

Aldridge, the American black actor who played Othello, performed in Newcastle and Sunderland 

in 1827.  

 

Through the campaigning there was a growing linkage between abolition and general views 

about liberty. Elections from 1826 gave the activists their chance to campaign for candidates for 

political reform and anti-slavery. Candidates for the two Counties and Newcastle all made their 

opposition to slavery clear, though they differed in how abolition should be achieved.  

 

The Campaign In The Early 1830s 

 

Among the many abolition petitions in 1830 to the House of Lords were 35 signed by the general 

public and from religious groups, especially the Methodists, including from Barnard Castle, 

Byker, Colliery Row, Deptford (Durham), Easington, Fawdon, Hetton, High Felling, Houghton-Le-

Spring, Morpeth, Newcastle, Shiney Row, Sunderland, West Boldon, Whitburn and both Shields. 

That year Charles Grey declined to be an honorary officer of the Morpeth Anti-Slavery Society 

because he was not a supporter of popular abolition agitation.  

Further petitions from the North East were presented in 1831: Durham, East Boldon, Hetton, 

Houghton Le Spring, Monkwearmouth, Newbottle, and Wolsingham. This was the period of 

growing radicalisation for parliamentary reform, of strikes and industrial unrest, and the fear of 

revolution, all leading to the passing of the Reform Act in 1832 under Charles Grey as Prime 

Minister. 

Few of these petitions have survived because they were destroyed in a fire at Parliament. Copies 

of the Morpeth list of signatures and campaigning letters were kept by William Woodman of the 

Morpeth Anti-Slavery Society. Some petitions were preceded by public meetings, like the one in 

Durham addressed by T. C. Grainger. The Newcastle Ladies Anti-Slavery Association published A 

Concise View on Colonial Slavery.  John Fenwick published a broadsheet of the London Society’s 

Address and resolutions of April 1831. Further petitions from the North East were presented in 

1831: Hetton, Monkwearmouth, Houghton Le Spring and Newbottle, East Boldon, and 

Wolsingham. During the last phase of campaigning the Mayor of Durham wrote to Lord Durham 

requesting him to present a petition by the local inhabitants.  

 

Abolition was an issue in the 1830, 1831 and 1832 Parliamentary elections. Sir Matthew White 

Ridley was attacked for not having voted in the Commons in support of the persecuted Jamaica 

based Baptist missionary William Knibb who campaigned on behalf of the enslaved. Hodgson 

declared himself a moderate reformer. The 1830 radical candidate Charles Attwood, owner of 

the Weardale Iron and Coal Co., was a staunch abolitionist. His nephew Matthias was a Tory and 

stood in Sunderland against Howick. Grey’s son.  A handbill eulogising Howick was issued in the 

election. James Mather campaigned for abolition and parliamentary representation for South 

Shields, ‘despite being married to a wealthy woman whose family had made its fortune in 
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slaves’.  At meetings leading up to the election at the end of 1832 candidates like Cuthbert 

Rippon, John Bell, Heyworth Lambton and Sir Hedworth Williamson supported abolition. 

However, there were concerns about Bell’s views.  

 

Following the Jamaican Baptist War uprising in 1831, the Baptist Minister William Knibb came to 

Britain to campaign. He had preached to the slaves on the Barretts’s Oxford and Cambridge 

estates. Edward Moulton-Barrett and John Barrett had exonerated him from any involvement in 

encouraging the uprising.  1832 saw the publication of Harriett Martineau’s anti-slavery short 

story Demerara. Her grandparents lived in Newcastle and she was a frequent visitor to the area, 

including living there 1827-1831. She became an influential  campaigning journalist.  

 

In May 1832 a Select Committee of the Commons was set up to investigate emancipation. 

Viscount Howick, Charles Grey's son, and William Ord, one of the area’s MPs, were members. 

Howick argued that that the whole system of slavery was one of such deep oppression, iniquity 

and cruelty that, if it could be satisfied it was safe to emancipate the slave then, he would say 

do so and do it at once. Rev. George Mortimer, the Head Master of Newcastle Grammar School, 

published his ideas for abolition of slavery on behalf of the Newcastle Society. James Losh and 

William Knibb, the Baptist Minister persecuted by planters for allegedly supporting the Jamaican 

slave revolt, both spoke in Newcastle advocating immediate emancipation.  

 

The case for immediate abolition had been initiated by the Newcastle Ladies Anti-Slavery 

Association in its tract A Concise View on Colonial Slavery referring to slavery as an infringement 

of liberty. 'The duty of everyone who enjoys liberty to come forward in the great and glorious cause 

of emancipation of our fellow subjects born down by the most oppressive slavery.'  

 

Abolition Campaigning 1833-1838 

 

With Earl Grey as Prime Minister the campaign to achieve abolition continued. Rev. George 

Mortimer, the Head Master of Newcastle Grammar School, published his ideas for abolition of 

slavery on behalf of the Newcastle Society. Two pro-abolition pamphlets by Rev. John Jackson of 

Hebdon Bridge and L. Hindmarth were published. James Losh and William Knibb both spoke in 

Newcastle advocating immediate emancipation. The Newcastle Ladies organisation organised a 

petition. Letters sent to Earl Grey included one from H. P. Simmons, a plantation owner in 

Barbados, who said that ‘the negro is not in a fit state to receive his freedom’ and referred to 

the abolitionists as ‘interested bigots, furious partisans, and mistaken philanthropists. 

 

As Under-Secretary of State for Colonial Affairs, Howick worked on a scheme for emancipation, 

but resigned in early 1833 before he finished it. His speech in the Parliamentary debate in May 

was published. Supporters could keep up-to-date with news and analysis of the issues by reading 

the monthly issues of The Anti-Slavery Reporter. There was a continuing stream of pro- and anti-

abolition pamphlets. Authors of the latter included: Thomas Fowell Buxton, Clarkson, Major John 

Cartwright, William Wilberforce, the African Institution, the London Society, Henry Brougham, 

James Stephen, William Roscoe, Zacahary Macauley, Lord Grenville, Samuel Romilly, Rev. 

Bickell, and the Society of Friends. The opponents of abolition included authors like Gilbert 

Francklyn and Joseph Marryatt.  

 

When the Act was finally passed in 1833 providing for a transitional period of apprenticeship and 

£20m compensation to the owners of the enslaved. The campaigning organisations began to wind 

down. The Newcastle Common Council ended its subscription to the Newcastle Society. When 

James Losh died, the Society Committee published a notice to commemorate him. The Act came 

into force on 1 August 1834 and a celebratory poem, probably written by Joseph Watson of 

Newcastle The day of jubilee is come was published. There were a number of events in the two 
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Counties that summer to honour Earl Grey’s achievements including the emancipation of the 

slaves.  

 

The slave owners were given £20m compensation as the price for the agreement to 

emancipation. Fowell Buxton, who had taken over from Wilberforce as the Parliamentary leader 

of the abolitionists, moved in June 1834 for an enquiry into whether the conditions of 

compensation had been complied with. Given the positive response of Howick as Under 

Secretary for the Colonies, Buxton contentedly withdrew his motion. The Newcastle Quakers and 

the Northern Baptists turned their attention particularly to abolition of slavery in the United 

States. Howick became Secretary of War in Melbourne’s Government of 1835, but resigned after 

a reshuffle following the loss of a Commons vote to suspend the constitution of Jamaica.   

 

The Newcastle Abolition Society’s Committee had a wide range of people who had been involved 

in various ways over the years like William Turner, Thomas Winterbottom, and members of the 

Quaker Richardson family.  In 1836 it changed its name to the Society for Abolishing Slavery All 

Over the World. As the evidence of abuses of the apprenticeship system in the West Indies grew, 

the level of campaigning increased. In 1836 Samuel Broadbent, a Wesleyan missionary in 

Southern Africa  (1820-1826), who had welcomed emancipation there, became a minister in 

Newcastle until 1839, and later was a minister in Darlington in 1859.  Gilmour’s anti-planter and 

slavery comments were greeted with applause at the Great Trade Union meeting held in 1836 to 

protest at the treatment of the Dorchester Labourers (Tolpuddle Martyrs). In Alnwick William 

Davison published William Henry Brown’s  Journal of a Voyage from London to Barbadoes.  

 

Led by Elizabeth Pease, the Darlington Ladies Society for the Universal Abolition of Slavery was 

active from 1836. Through its Durham branch she was also a supporter of the British India 

Society campaigning against slavery in India. The Newcastle Ladies Society was also concerned 

about slavery in India and agreed to print 100 copies of extracts from Howith’s Colonization & 

Christianity’. George Thompson, one of the new younger generation of abolitionists, and the 

driver behind the British India Society, spoke at a number of meetings around the North East 

between 1836 and 1838, including one in Newcastle which agreed his proposal for a petition for 

immediate and unconditional emancipation because of the failure of apprenticeship. The 1837 

election saw the issue of emancipation being raised in March by Grainger in Durham, but he was 

not elected. Newcastle’s Joseph Foster corresponded with his friend Clarkson, about the 

campaign. A speaker in the town on slavery was James Everett. Parliament finally decided to 

abolish apprenticeship and grant full emancipation with effect from 1 August 1838. The 

Newcastle Ladies’ Negro Friends & Emancipation Society had been established, and they were 

asked to organise a commemorative tea-party for 2 August. Sarah Foster, constrained by limits 

on Quaker women speaking in public, had resigned in 1835 from the Newcastle Quakers to hold 

meetings with the Methodists and Independents, and was active in this Society. The South 

Shields based painter Robinson Elliott painted an allegorical piece commemorating the abolition 

of slavery.  

 

The Role Of Women From 1838 

 

Women’s involvement in anti-slavery radicalised many of them. When the Female Political Union 

of Newcastle issued their address to the nation’s women in February 1839, they stated that 

while campaigning for the end to negro slavery they had learned that slavery was ‘not confined 

to colour or clime, and even in England cruel oppression reigns - and we are compelled by our 

love of God and  hatred of wrong to join our countrywomen in their demand for liberty and 

justice.'  

 

When attention to emancipation in the United States started in earnest from 1838, it was 
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through the 1840s and 1850s that North East women activists set up the free labour produce 

movement, employing Henry Highland Garnett as their campaigning agent, and raising the 

money to buy the freedom of Frederick Douglass and William Wells Brown. Such black 

abolitionists received a warm welcome on Tyneside. (See Part 4)  
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DEVELOPING MORAL AND SOCIAL CAPITAL IN THE NORTH EAST - THE CONTRIBUTION 

OF ABOLITIONISTS 

 

Introduction 

 

Published in Newcastle Joseph Watson's poem The Day of Jubilee is Come. First of August 1834 

sets a high moral tone about the achievement of Britain's decision to begin to abolish slavery. In 

terms of the North East's involvement in the abolition movement a convenient starting point is 

45 years earlier when in 1789 William Hutchinson published his anti-slavery poem The Princess of 

Zanfara with an adaptation of the Thomas Bewick image of a kneeling slave on the cover. 

 

The Freemasons, Slavery and Free Born Africans 

 

Hutchinson was a solicitor, antiquarian, and freemason. His influential 1775 book The Spirit of 

Masonry was republished several times up to his death in 1814. In it he stressed freemasonry's 

concept of brotherly love and charity and stressed that Britain was the land of liberty. 'The 

progress of friendship is not confined to the narrow circle of private connections, but is 

universal, and extends to every branch of the human race.' 'Friendship not only appears divine 

when employed in preserving the liberties of our country, but shines with equal splendour in the 

more tranquil hours of life. Before it rises into the noble flame of patriotism, aiming destruction 

on the heads of tyrants, thundering for liberty...'   

 

As long as they were born free men of African heritage could become freemasons. Given their 

concepts of brotherly love and a Divine Creator, it is no surprise to see that many freemasons 

were active abolitionists. The former slave trader Sunderland's James Stanfield wrote the 

influential book and poem The Guinea Voyage. The Stockton Philanthropic and the Durham 

Granby Lodges subscribed to the abolition cause in 1792. Leading Northumberland freemason the 

landowner Sir John Swinburne is said to have been a member of a society in Newcastle and 

London that commissioned the Bewick image.  

 

Thomas Bewick's Politics 

 

Bewick, who financially subscribed to the abolition cause in 1792, had a clear moral philosophy 

and supported radical causes throughout his life. But he was not an organiser. He was one of the 

hundreds of supporters whom organisers need to be able to sustain movements through the 

peaks and troughs of campaign activity. To have that support requires a climate of opinion that 

organisers can energise.  

 

The Concept of Moral Capital 

 

Drawing on John Kane's concept of Moral Capital, 2007 Tyne & Wear Remembering Slavery 

Project volunteer Margaret Woodley convincingly demonstrated its applicability to the Quakers, 

Methodists and Evangelicals in the slave trade abolition movement.  

 

Other analysis suggests that the opposition to the slavery business was based not just on 

religious and humanitarian foundations but also on concepts of liberty and civil rights. There was 

rational argument underpinned by moral outrage and strong emotional responses, like that of 

Josephine Butler's father John Grey, and those who boycotted sugar in the period before and 

after Newcastle's Anti-Slavery Society was set up in 1791.  

 

John Grey 
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The intellectual underpinning for North Eastern abolitionism seems to have partly begun in the 

period of the radical upsurge of the 1770s, which included the successful campaign against the 

enclosure of the Newcastle Town Moor in the early 1770s, the Dissenting Minister Rev. James 

Murray's radical Freemen's Magazine, sympathy for the American rebels, support for Admiral 

Keppel, the local promotion by Jean Paul Marat of his book The Chains of Slavery about the 

tyranny of princes, and the development of Thomas Spence's ideas for the communal ownership 

of land.  

 

A clear linkage between slavery and political liberty was made in 1777 by Thomas Saint in his 

Essays commercial and political published in Newcastle. Abolition activists of the 1790s may 

have been influenced by the views of Thomas Gisborne, who was to be appointed a Prebend of 

Durham Cathedral in 1823. In 1792 he had written that the slave trade was a 'disgraceful 

commerce'. The writings of William Paley, the Rector of Bishopswearmouth, near Sunderland 

from 1795 to 1805, were influential enough for him to be referred to at abolition public 

meetings in 1823 and 1824.  

 

Building Economic Capital 

 

The Black Indies as the North East was known, because of the importance of coal to London and 

the British economy, was a power house of innovation, entrepreneurship and the growth of 

economic capital. Many of its leading businessmen saw aspects of the imperial economic system, 

both in the East and West Indies, as constraints. They were also people with sufficient surplus 

income to fund and run the new civil society institutions being created – the Social Capital, 

especially those seeking to alleviate both physical, economic and spiritual distress.  

 

Abolition supporters were involved in North East coal, iron and lead mining, manufacturing coke, 

glass, soap, candles and vitriol, coach and ship building, coal and timber trading, whaling, 

banking, provisioning, and later the development of the railways. They included the Montagus, 

Angas's Backhouses, Cooksons, Doubledays, Lambs, Ormstons, Attwoods and Longridges. They 

were also involved in other social actions.  

 

The Baptists William Henry and George Fife Angas were both involved in setting up the Bethel 

Mission for Seamen and the British and Foreign Sailors Society. George was a Church deacon, 

treasurer of a dozen philanthropic societies, abolitionist, supporter of missionary work, and 

campaigned successfully to have the native labourers in British Honduras and the Mosquito Coast 

freed from bondage.  

 

Robert Doubleday supported the Fever and Lying-in Hospitals, was Secretary of the Newcastle 

Dispensary for 30 years, and left the Quakers to join the Unitarians. Robert Ormston's surviving 

accounts for the period 1800 to 1835 include details of his charitable gifts, subscriptions to the 

Anti-Slavery Society and donations to local disasters.  

 

Charles Attwood 

 

Charles Attwood of the Weardale Iron & Coal Company was politically active in the period up to 

the 1832 Reform Act. His brother Thomas was the Radical MP for Birmingham, and Edward was a 

Sunderland glass manufacturer. Both Michael Longridges were abolition supporters, the father 

subscribing to Carl Wadstrom's book on Sierra Leone in 1791. 

 

Of course the building of economic capital had its ups and downs. In August 1804, for example 

Judith Milbanke wrote that 'the banks were in a state of panic', her husband Ralph, on whose 

land were coal mines, was forced to sell his properties in Northumberland 'when land values 
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were at their lowest...'  

 

Leadership and the Unitarians 

 

Crucial to the vitality and longevity of the abolition movement in the North East was the calibre 

of the leaders. The two who stand out are Rev. William Turner and the barrister James Losh. 

Their base was the Hanover Square Chapel in Newcastle.  

 

Turner was the Unitarian minister from 1782. By 1790 the Chapel ran Charity and Sunday 

Schools, and a library. The congregation comprised a wide range of professionals and 

businessmen, including Robert Doubleday, Solomon Hodgson, the influential owner of the 

Newcastle Chronicle, and Richard Rankin, a merchant and sugar refiner, partner in the Surtees 

Burdon & Co Bank until it failed in 1803, and grandfather of the abolitionist Harriet Martineau. 

30 members analysed in 2008 by Ruth Blower, a Newcastle undergraduate student, supported 

the abolition cause, and 24 were involved in charitable work. This continued a tradition like the 

initiative in 1777 of Dr. Clark setting up the Newcastle Dispensary and pioneering a form of 

inoculation of children against smallpox.  

 

The other Unitarian leader of the abolition movement was the barrister James Losh, nephew of 

Joseph Liddell of Gateshead Park colliery and Hexham Brewery. Having settled in Jesmond he 

became a Vice-President of the Lit & Phil from 1800. He quickly developed as a political leader 

among the Whigs, taking part in every public meeting 'whether to relieve the sufferings of his 

fellowman, to advance the cause of civil and religious liberty, to promote the spread of 

education or to aid the prosperity of the district.'  

 

Lit & Phil as Seedbed Religious Co-operation 

 

Turner and other Unitarians were key figures in the formation of the Newcastle Literary &  

Philosophical Society in 1792/3, which became a seed bed for many other initiatives. 

 

Despite their theological differences the Unitarians, Methodists and other Dissenters, were not 

sectarian. There were joint organisations like the Dissenting Ministers in the Northern Counties 

association, the Fund for the Widows of Protestant Dissenting Ministers, and the Association of 

Protestant Schoolmasters which also included Anglicans. 

 

They worked together to create and run in a wide of range of organisations, including those 

supporting missionary work and sending Bibles abroad, but also in the town and other 

communities in the region. These included the local branch of the Church Missionary Society.  

 

John Bruce 

 

Abolition was a cause that allowed people to work together even if they had strong differences 

on other issues. When John Bruce resigned the Hanover St Chapel horrified by some theological 

views of Turner, he was still able to work with Turner on slavery and other issues. Losh's hostility 

to slavery did not prevent him being a friend of the eminence grise of Newcastle's business world 

whose arms were deep in the trough of the Jamaican slavery business: John Graham-Clarke. 

 

The second tier of leaders were those willing to serve on the Committees of the various Anti-

Slavery Societies that existed at different times. The first Newcastle Anti-Slavery Committee  

comprised 8 Quakers and 3 Unitarians. In 1792 Turner wrote to the Newcastle Courant attacking 

an anonymous writer’s 'infamous falsehoods’ about the abolitionist witnesses to the 

Parliamentary enquiry. He was sarcastic on the credibility of a trader witness, who said that  he 
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had long been a Governor of Africa and that ‘he knows nothing of kidnapping’. Later members 

and supporters included James Stanfield, Dr. Thomas Trotter, and Dr. Thomas Masterman 

Winterbottom.  

 

The Use of Petitions 

 

The campaigning approach taken from December 1791 by the Newcastle Anti-Slavery Society 

appears In hindsight to be a stroke of genius. It published 2,000 copies of Thomas Clarkson's 

summary of the evidence on the slave trade to the 1790 and 1791 Select Committee of the 

House of Commons.  

 

It was sent to the civic officials in Northumberland, the sheriffs and justices of the peace, the 

mayors and aldermen of the Corporations of Newcastle, Durham, and Berwick-on-Tweed, several 

of the incorporated companies in Newcastle, and to Ministers of dissenting congregations and 

the Quakers. They were asked to initiate petitions to the House of Commons. The front cover 

used Bewick's image. Meetings followed over the next six weeks with a good petitioning 

response. 

 

The Belford petition was signed by a number of 'Ladies, who were anxiously desirous to show 

their abhorrence of this abominable trade.' The Newcastle & Gateshead petition was signed by 

one in three of the population, suggesting that the politics of the majority were not in line with 

the majority of the much smaller and pro-Tory electorate.  

 

This campaigning success suggests that the ground was fertile in the rural, urban, mining and 

seafaring communities, and across class and gender divides. There are several clues as to why 

this was the case. Firstly, the preparatory publicity work of the Quakers and then the unanimous 

decision in 1788 of the Newcastle Corporation to petition the House of Commons to regulate the 

slave trade. There was the publication by Solomon Hodgson of Peter Marsden’s An account of 

the island of Jamaica. Support had been building for the boycott of West Indian slave sugar.  

 

Connections and Networks 

 

North Eastern abolitionists were well connected and networked. There were the regional and 

national networks within the religious groups, like the North East Quaker Quarterly Meeting and 

the North Association of Baptist Churches. There were wide connections through marriage and 

business among the aristocracy, the gentry, the professionals and even many artisans. Many 

North Easterners settled in London, retaining their links back home, the most famous being 

Granville Sharp. Two supporters were friends of Thomas Clarkson: Joseph Forster in Newcastle 

and John Grey near Wooler.  

 

Shute Barrington 

 

Obtaining support through Anglican networks in the Palatinate was easier while a supporter of 

the movement Shute Barrington was Bishop of Durham from 1791 to 1826. In 1788 his personal 

chaplin Thomas Burgess had published Considerations on the Abolition of Slavery, in which he 

advocated the principle of gradual emancipation. While in Durham he did evangelistic work 

among the poorer classes. In 1818 James Grahame, the curate at Sedgefield from 1810, 

published Poems on the Abolition of the Slave Trade. He was an influence on the teenage Anne 

Isabella Noel Milbanke, who became Lady Byron.  

 

Political Problems  
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The leading role taken by Dissenters in the abolition and other movements is remarkable 

because of the relative smallness of their numbers. It is more so because of the limitations on 

their civil rights and after the French Revolution of their being associated with reformers and 

people regarded as revolutionaries and Jacobins by the Pitt Government. In response to growing 

national hostility in December 1792 Turner chaired a meeting of Dissenters declaring ''our firm 

attachment to the Constitution' but adding that 'it contains within itself the means both of 

reform and improvement'. In the North East, however, it would appear that through the range of 

their activities the Dissenters were regarded as important contributors to life in Newcastle and 

the surrounding areas. In reaction in an early 1793 attempt to stir up trouble for Dissenters. the 

loyalists in Newcastle declared their solidarity with them.  

 

Rev. John Hamspon, the Rector of Sunderland, found a way of keeping the debate about slavery 

alive while not upsetting the authorities. In his Observations on the war with France he 

denounced the Jacobins and their British supporters. He argued that the French emancipation of 

their slaves was not from justice, but to distract from their crimes and to destroy their enemies. 

He denounced slavery and said that there was no connection between being for abolition and 

favouring the French. ‘We had our chance to take a lead and even now would be wise to follow. 

We should not commit crimes to prevent alleged crimes in Africa – rather offer the alternative of 

legitimate trade.' 

 

Ralph Milbanke and Charles Grey 

 

The North East abolition and political reform movements had many supporters among the 

political voter elites, including MPs and members of the House of Lords, such as Hugh Percy, 

later 3rd Duke of Northumberland, who advocated immediate emancipation in 1807.  

 

As MP for the Durham County from 1790 to 1812 Ralph Milbanke consistently supported abolition. 

In 1802 having lost his Durham City seat the Radical MP Michael Angelo Taylor proudly declared 

himself to be an enemy to war and an advocate of peace. “I never gave a vote that endangered 

the security of the subject; and, looking as a man to the happiness of the human race, I have 

been an uniform and steady opposer of the slave trade.”  

 

The key North Easterner in Parliament was Charles Grey. In 1807 he piloted the Bill to abolish 

British involvement in the slave trade. He outlined all the economic, moral, and humanitarian 

arguments, declaring that the trade ‘was contrary to the fundamental principles of Christianity’. 

He decried the planters' demand for 'justice'. 'It is not in fact justice, which they demand, but – 

favour – and favour to themselves at the expense of the most grievous oppression of their fellow-

creatures.' 

 

Cuthbert Rippon 

 

By 1832 the abolition of slavery was a key election issue. In Gateshead Cuthbert Rippon regarded 

slavery 'as a great moral question'. In South Durham John Bowes considered slavery 'as the 

greatest blot on our national character – as a most unutterable opprobrium on the British name.' 

As Prime Minister Grey managed to get the Reform Act approved, followed by the Abolition Act.  

 

During the 1833 abolition campaign Losh told a public meeting: ‘Disguise thyself as thou wilt, 

still, slavery thou art a bitter draught; and though thousands ... in all the ages have been made 

to taste of thee, thou art not the less bitter on that account’. 

 

The Newcastle Society commissioned the Anglican clergyman and Headmaster of the Royal 

Grammar School, George Mortimer to write a plan for abolition published as The Immediate 
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Abolition of Slavery, Compatible with the Safety and Prosperity of the Colonies. He talked 

about slavery as a ‘foul and loathsome stain upon the honour of the British character’ and ‘a 

blot on free and liberal institutions’.  

 

Charles, Earl Grey 

 

This linkage between slavery and wider liberal politics runs through the addresses adopted in a 

series of meetings and public processions held in the Region to honour Grey in July, August and 

September 1834. They are vindications of the Moral Capital investment in the cause over the 

preceding 45 years, perhaps best illustrated by the Wooler address acknowledging that the 

Reform Act 'must rank' Grey 'among those patriots, who have laid the foundations and reared the 

bulwarks of our liberties', while the Abolition Act make him 'in the history of the world, the 

friend of liberty and of man'.  

 

The triumph of Moral Capital is in James Wilson's Sonnet to Earl Grey published in Tweedmouth 

in 1834. But for many of the activists the apparent success was soon seen to be illusionary 

because of the way the apprenticeship system was operating in the West Indies, and the 

continuance of the slave trade and slavery elsewhere in the World, particularly in the United 

States.  

 

Campaigning for Emancipation In the United States 

 

The North East abolitionists went on to play an honourable role in the campaign that culminated 

in freedom for the American negroes. At a meeting on 31 March 1836 they agreed to become The 

Newcastle Upon Tyne Society for Abolishing Slavery All Over The World. They asked how the evil 

of slavery could be ended. Their answer - by moral means. 'The principles of the society are not 

political but religious, for justice and for humanity of a higher and more enduring character. 

There is no private end to accomplish, no vindictive spirit to gratify ...'  

 

The next stage in organisation was the creation of the Newcastle Emancipation and Aborigines 

Protection Society. In 1840 it published Harriet Martineau’s influential The Martyr Age of the 

United States of America in which she attacks slavery. There was a strong contingent of North 

Easterners at the World Anti-Slavery Convention held at Freemasons Hall in 1840 including 

George Fife Angas, William Beaumont, James Finlay, Jonathan Priestman, George Richardson, 

William Maude and Michael Longridge, Professor Johnstone representing the University of 

Durham, Elizabeth and Joseph Pease and Anne Milbanke (Lady Byron).  

 

Through the 1840s the campaigning for emancipation and anti-slavery in the United States grew. 

The Watson family welcomed black American abolitionists like Charles Lennox Remond, 

Frederick Douglass, William Wells-Brown and the Crafts at the family supper table. Douglass and 

others also stayed with other Tyneside abolitionists. The Newcastle Ladies Negro Friends & 

Emancipation Society contributed money to buy land for slaves After a three year gap the Ladies 

Society met in February 1850 to discuss Emancipation and Free Labour Produce, and reorganised 

themselves to campaign to boycott slave produce and promote free labour produce. The national 

network of 26 branches, 10 in the North East, was co-ordinated by Anna and Henry Richardson 

who also jointly published the journal The Slave: His Wrongs and their Remedy in Newcastle 

between 1851 and 1856. The extended Richardson family were Quakers, active across 

Newcastle's civil society organisations, and members of the older generation like Isaac had been 

active members of the Lit & Phil.  
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THE NEWCASTLE LITERARY & PHILOSOPHICAL SOCIETY 

 

The moment you enter the Society’s temple of learning building you get a sense of its long 

history. At the top of the first staircase is the statue of James Losh, lawyer, reformer and anti-

slavery campaigner.  

 

The idea for establishing the Literary & Philosophical Society was suggested at the end of 1792. 

A group began to meet in the house of Robert Page, the comptroller of taxes, to discuss 

proposals for it. They included the Hanover Square Chapel Unitarian Minister William Turner, 

Rev. Edward Moises, the headmaster of the Newcastle Royal Free Grammar School, and Malin 

Sorsbie, a merchant and accountant. Page was a member of the Anti-Slavery Committee. 

 

'Knowledge, like fire, is brought forth by collision; and in the free conversations of associated 

friends many lights have been struck out.' So wrote Turner in his paper on setting up a Society 

inspired by the Manchester Literary & Philosophical Society of which he was a member. A Society 

could overcome the striking out of 'many lights'. His suggested topics for investigation were 

derived from two of the key industries, coal and lead mining: improvements in working coal and 

lead, fire damp, the health of lead workers, and the investigation of chemicals used in other 

manufacturing processes. Questions could be discussed about whether there could be continued 

improvements in agriculture and inland navigation, and from the discovery of new minerals. 

There was scope for work on the antiquities and history of Newcastle, and the collection of 

foreign curiosities. And for a seafaring area there was the need for solutions to problems in 

mathematics affecting navigation and naval architecture. So Turner was proposing a Society 

devoted to investigation, reporting by lecture, essay and paper, and printing transactions.  

 

Turner was central to the development of the Society as one of its Secretaries from 1793 to 

1837, including the establishment by the Lit & Phil later on of specialist organisations to go 

deeper into certain topics like the Newcastle Society of Antiquaries in 1813, and the Natural 

History Society in 1829.  

 

William Turner 

 

Born in Wakefield in 1760 Turner grew up in his father's Unitarian world which included people 

like Priestley and members of the Wedgewood family. He was appointed Minister of the Hanover 

Square Chapel in Newcastle in 1781. In his first ten years he advocated vaccination against 

smallpox, campaigned for the end to the legal restrictions on the civil and religious liberties of 

Dissenters, ran a private school from 1785 to 1803, established a Chapel Sunday School in 1784, 

and a Library in 1787. From 1790 he was Secretary of the Protestant Dissenters of 

Northumberland and Durham. He remained a Minister until his retirement in 1841 at the centre 

of the development Newcastle's civic society infrastructure. His achievements were in spite of 

being a Unitarian. Though there were occasional intolerant Anglicans causing him difficulties, 

more enlightened ones were happy to work with him. There were obviously frictions with his 

own congregation especially over theological matters, and even though some split off in protest 

at some of his theological views, they continued to work with him in various organisations.  

 

Formation Of The Society 

 

In January 1793 a Committee of 15 members was appointed to draw up a detailed plan for the 

proposed Society. They included Turner, Moises and Sorsbie, William Cramlington, a member of 

the Common Council, Robert Hopper Williams, who was to become Recorder of Newcastle, Drs. 

Pemberton, Ramsay and Wood, William Newton, an architect and builder, David Stephenson, 

another architect, Thomas Gibson, a banker, Robert Doubleday, a wholesale grocer, and 
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Nicholas Storey, a druggist. Four were members of Turner's Unitarian congregation, and the 

group included both radicals and some Tories.  

 

A draft constitution was drawn up. Setting up a Library would be looked at, the subjects to be 

explored would be natural philosophy, chemistry, polite literature, commerce and the arts. 

Religion and politics were to be prohibited.  

 

By the beginning of March there were 73 ordinary members and 55 honorary members. 2O of the 

ordinary members were in Turner's congregation. The Anglican Rev. Thomas Allason was also a 

member. He had chaired the Newcastle Anti-Slavery Committee public meeting in December 

1791. The Unitarians controlled the posts of Secretary (Turner and Doubleday) and that of 

Treasurer (Thomas Gibson). The initial four members of the Committee were increased to 8 and 

in 1794 those elected included Ralph Beilby, the partner of Thomas Bewick, the engraver, both 

abolitionists. Stephen Harbottle, Turner's biographer, points to the heavy influence of the 

Unitarians, '… there is no doubt that it set the Society off in a particular open minded direction, 

at a period when the Government was running against liberty of expression as likely to lead to 

public disorder.'  

 

The Context Of Repression 

 

It is in this broader context that one should assess the political significance of the establishment 

of the Society. Although its ban on discussing religion was probably designed to ensure no rifts 

would take place between members from the different religious groups, in respect of politics 

this may have been to safeguard the Society or it may be that it was simply copying the 

Manchester rules. Men as experienced as Turner would have understood that the non-discussion 

of politics in the formal activities of the Society would not prevent members discussing them in 

its social activities before and after the meetings. But I believe that crucially the Society 

provided a private meeting place that helped strengthen existing networks and the 

interconnections between those networks, which could not always be undertaken in more public 

forums. 

 

The members were largely composed of the middling sort: doctors, lawyers, clergymen and 

business men, the very sort of men who were leaders in the French Revolution. As Peter Livesey 

points out in his North East History article few of the ruling elite were involved in the Lit & Phil, 

and he suggests that Robert Hooper Williamson resigned as a founder member and Vice-

President because its research and inquiries might lead to anarchy and rebellion. If this may 

seem extreme it is in the context of the clamp down by William Pitt's Government against 

Painite and other radical views, and the Treason trials of 1794. In a letter Charles Grey, who sat 

in the public gallery of Thomas Hardy's trial in 1794, commented that on the basis of what Hardy 

was alleged to have said then he, Grey, would be next in the dock.  

 

That year John Hampson, the Rector of Sunderland, wrote a pamphlet on the war with France 

seeking to separate support for abolition from support for French Revolutionary ideas. He 

denounced the Jacobins and their British supporters. He accused some of them as religious 

reformers with a tendency to despotism. He denounced slavery and said there is no connection 

between being for abolition and favouring the French.  

 

The clamp down of revolutionary ideas continued with such measures as the Act Against 

Unlawful Oaths in 1797, the Treason and Sedition Acts of 1799, and the Combination Acts of 

1799 and 1800.  

 

It will not have escaped the authorities attention that the French Revolutionary Jean Paul Marat, 
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who had worked as a doctor in Newcastle, had sent copies of his polemic Chains of Slavery 

against the natural tendency of Princes to enslave their populations, to every one of the trade 

companies that controlled the Common Council and that he may still have had connections with 

Newcastle. Similarly they will not have forgotten that the land nationaliser Thomas Spence had 

first outlined his views in Newcastle and again may have had continued contacts in the city.  

 

The authorities will have noted that in 1792 Olaudah Equiano, the leading black abolitionist, a 

member of the radical political reform artisan London Corresponding Society, and a close friend 

of Thomas Hardy, had had a warm welcome in Newcastle to promote the anti-slave trade cause 

and sell his autobiography The Interesting Narrative.  Also that Turner and others who supported 

the initial stages of the French Revolution  had held a meeting of the Friends of the Republic. In 

July 375 of the Newcastle and Northumberland elite of gentry and clergy had signed a statement 

supporting the political system. The Protestant Dissenters felt it necessary to declare their 

loyalty.  

 

At first the Lit & Phil Society met in the former Assembly Rooms in the Groat Market. From the 

end of 1793 a Committee reviewed how to establish a Library. While formal business and talks at 

the Society may have barred religion and politics, this did not mean that books and tracts that 

linked with these topics were not purchased or donated as the stock built up.  

 

Even in the difficult years from 1800 it was possible to campaign for a degree of political reform. 

In the 1802 Durham County election an anonymous supporter of the abolitionist and reformer 

Ralph Milbanke penned a poem contrasting the two candidates. Rowland Burdon stood for War 

and Disaster, Famine and Starvation, The increase of Cesses, Taxes and National Debt, Restraints 

on Liberty, Encouragement of the Slave-Trade, Servility to Ministers. Contempt of Patriotism, 

Press-warrants, Barracks and Bastilles, Duplicity and Shame and Blunders. On the other hand 

Milbanke stood for Peace and Prosperity, Abundance and Comfort, the diminution of Parish Dues 

and State Burthens, Protection to Freedom, Abolition to Slavery, Independence in Parliament, 

Liberty and Property, Integrity and Honour, and Rights. 

 

New Initiatives 1799-1803 

 

Members of the Lit & Phil were busy on new initiatives. In 1799 several were involved in 

establishing a soup kitchen project. In 1802-3 the New Institution of public lectures on natural 

philosphy and science were started, which the Society paid Turner to deliver. One Anglican critic 

objected to the whole idea because he considered that education was subversive of the loyalty 

of the working class. He was also critical of the fact that a Unitarian was the lecturer and that 

the Archbishop of Durham Shute Barrington had made a donation for the initiative. Barrington 

was not only a more tolerant Anglican, but as an abolitionist he would have respected Turner for 

his contribution to that movement. When there was further internal disagreement about the 

arrangement with Turner the members made their views very clear about where they stood in 

relation to the leadership provided by the Unitarians within the Society by more of them taking 

part in the annual election resulting in Turner's vote going up from 41 to 197, Losh's from 37 to 

192 and Doubleday's from 38 to 220.  

 

The Society’s Library 

 

Peter Livesey has analysed the contents of the Lit & Phil's Library up to 1811 from the point of 

view of material on slavery and abolition. The first subject catalogue that year was divided into 

15 broad categories. He found that in categories such as Civil History, Voyages and Travel, 

Natural History and General and British Politics, there were copies of: 
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 Bryan Edward's history of the West Indies apologia for slavery. 

 the highly influential 6 volume Abbe Raynal's History of the East and West Indies and of 

the American Revolution which had been donated by Turner.  

 Stedman's Narrative of a five years expedition against the revolted Negroes of Surinam, 

an early acquisition by the Society, which also bought the 1813 edition with coloured 

engravings by William Blake. 

 Books on the West Indies and Africa. 

 Rainsford's An Historical Account of the Black Empire of Hayti: Comprehending a View of 

the Principal Transactions in the Revolution of Saint Domingo: with Its Ancient and 

Modern State 

 Prudhomme's Voyage a Law Guine et Cayenne published in Paris during the French 

Revolution, donated in 1803 by Thomas Winterbottom who in 1796 gave several lectures 

at the Lit & Phil about his brother's travels into the African interior. 

 Winterbottom's book on Sierra Leone based on a series of papers he had read to the 

Manchester Society in 1795. 

 The original 1769 edition of Granville Sharp's On the Injustice of Tolerating Slavery in 

England donated by Charles William Bigge donated in 1805.  

 The classics of abolition literature by authors such as Sharp, Clarkson, Wilberforce, 

Stephens and Brougham.  

 

Winterbottom is important because he had been the doctor in the Sierra Leone colony set up by 

people like Granville Sharp. He was a member of the Lit & Phil and a supporter of the anti-

slavery movement.  

 

Lit and Phil member the dentist Charles Newby Wawn donated Clarkson's account of the 

campaign to abolish the slave trade. In 1826 Wawn wrote a pamphlet arguing that the son of 

Newcastle William Scott, Lord Stowell, was wrong in a judgement that a slave woman had not 

been made temporarily free when she came to England. 

  

Peter concludes his analysis: 'So, in their spacious rooms on the Groat Market, in a time of 

national crisis and war, the men (and, from 1801, women ... despite their self-denying rule 

about politics, could find much to occupy them. They could draw not only on contemporary 

British arguments against the slave trade, but on sources from other countries and accounts of 

Africa and the Americas to inform their minds on one of the great issues of the day.' The richness 

of the collection would have been of great assistance to John Bruce when he lectured to the Lit 

& Phil in 1816 about historical attempts to explore Africa.  

 

Members of the Lit & Phil were also interested in and active in other political causes as well. In 

the reaction to the Peterloo Massacre of 1819, Newcastle was one of many towns that revived its 

campaigning support for political reform. In 1820 89 people signed the request for the Mayor to 

convene a public meeting to consider petitioning Parliament for reform. 31 were members of the 

Lit & Phil, and the first two signatories were James Losh and William Turner.  

 

The Role Of Freemasons 

 

The first half of the 1820s sees the building of the current Lit & Phil building here in Westgate, 

finally opened in 1825. While Turner’s biographer Stephen Harbottle suggested that the 

foundation stone ceremony in 1822 was highjacked by the local freemasons.  When he did so in 

1997 he would not have been aware that many freemasons were radical political reformers and 

anti-slavers. This has only really come to light of because of research by the staff at the 

Museum, Library and Archive of the English Grand Lodge, and by Andrew Prescott, the former 

Director of the now sadly closed Centre for the Research into Freemasonry at Sheffield 
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University.  

 

The Events Of 1823 

 

Despite all the activity involved in establishing a new home for the Lit & Phil and the re-starting 

an anti-slavery organisation in 1823, another initiative emerged from the Lit & Phil, the 

Mechanics Institute in 1824. A key figure in this was Eneas Mackenzie, who had joined the 

Society by 1809, and was of a more radical persuasion than most of the members.  

 

We can see how the anti-slavery and reform activists were linked through joint membership of 

organisations like the Lit & Phil and the religious groups, at which news and views could be 

shared and plans set in motion for the next joint activity. The fundamental difference between 

the Lit & Phil and the religious groups was that the former's members cut across the closed 

activities of the latter. The fact that politics and religion might be banned in the formal 

meetings of the Lit & Phil did not prevent the members chatting informally, going for a meal or 

a drink afterwards, and because they were involved in so many organisations it was easy to 

initiate the next activity.  

 

The Members Activities In The 1830s 

 

In 1830 of 86 signatories requesting a public meeting to consider a subscription for the Widows 

and Orphans of those who perished in Paris Revolution, 33 were members of the Lit & Phil, 

including Losh. Also that year out of 155 signatories requesting a public meeting on 

Parliamentary reform 3 Lit & Phil Vice-Presidents and 96 other members inc. Turner signed. The 

next year 18 Lit & Phil members signed a request for meeting to discuss organising a petition in 

support of the Reform Bill; the totals being 66. 

 

During the 1831 election James Losh chaired a meeting of Friends of Parliamentary Reform. It 

was agreed the candidates to support and those signing the agreement to do so included several 

members of the Lit & Phil. 

 

Turner stepped down as Secretary of the Lit & Phil in 1837 and become a Vice-President, When 

in 1842 he was planning to retire the Society purchased many of his books, adding to those he 

had already donated. The rest were put up for sale. he now took a back seat and his views on 

issues such as Chartism are not known.  

 


