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Introduction 

 

In the 1840s, 50s an 60s many African-American abolitionists, who had escaped slavery visited 

and addressed meetings in the North East, with its major centres of Newcastle, Gateshead, 

North and South Shields, and Darlington. They were also welcomed into people's homes. 

Frederick Douglass and Wells Brown had their manumission papers purchased so that when they 

returned to the United States they had the status of free men. Henry Highland Garnet became 

the paid travelling campaigner for the Newcastle based free labour produce movement. Others 

who visited included Charles Remond, Rev J W Pennington, William Craft and James Watson.  

 

This pamphlet is based on a talk I gave at the Liberating Sojourn 2 Conference in Liverpool 2008 

providing detail known about their visits, set in the broader abolitionist context of the area 

without which their visits and reception cannot be understood.  

 

In 2007 I was the officer for the Tyne & Wear Remembering Slavery project. The work revealed 

that the North East had been far more closely involved in the slavery business and that it had a 

much stronger abolition movement than previously thought. The outline of the story was written 

by John Charlton in his book Hidden Chains, but continuing research adds to our knowledge and 

understanding – see Part 1. Continuing work by mainly American historians on men like Frederick 

Douglass and William Wells Brown has added more. A useful US site with details is  

www.zinnedproject.org. Here in Britain Hannah Rose Murray is  

mapping where these abolitionists spoke in Britain:  http://frederickdouglassinbritain.com 

 

This pamphlet is part of a series: 

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 

3. The Day of Jubilee is Come – Campaigning against the Slave Trade and Slavery in the 

North East 

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

 

There is a great deal more to be found out about the black abolitionists and their supporters in 

the North East. I hope this pamphlet will encourage others to carry out that research. 

 

Sean Creighton 

sean.creighton1947@btinternet.com  

August 2020 

 

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

http://www.zinnedproject.org/
http://frederickdouglassinbritain.com/
mailto:sean.creighton1947@btinternet.com
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Abolition Activities 1838 to 1842 

 

In October 1838 a significant appointment was made by the Ladies' Emancipation Society. Anna 

Richardson became its Treasurer. She had grown up in Chipping Norton in Oxfordshire. Her 

parents had refused to use slave grown cotton and assisted black beggars as they may have been 

runaways from slavery. In 1833 she had married Henry Richardson and moved to Newcastle. She 

became Secretary of the new Ladies Bible Society, and set up a Women's Bible Mission.  

 

During his visit to England between June 1838 to March 1839 Charles Sumner, the American 

abolitionist lawyer, met Robert Ingham, MP for South Shields since 1832, and stayed with him at 

Westhoe Hall near the mouth of the Tyne. Ingham took him as his guest to the British Association 

meeting in Newcastle. Among other people he met during his stay in the area was Harriett 

Martineau who was visiting her sister in Newcastle. Their grandparents were Northumberlanders. 

Sumner described Morpeth's sister, the Duchess of Sutherland, as being more than anyone in 

English nobility against American slavery. William Dawes spoke about the work of the Oberlin 

College in America.  

 

1839 saw the formation of the British & Foreign Anti-Slavery Society. One of its members at 

national level was Rev. Thomas Binney, the Newcastle-born Presbyterian who became a 

Congregationalist Minister in London. He led the session which is depicted in the painting of the 

1840 Anti-Slavery Convention in Freemasons' Hall in London. He would have been able to 

reminisce about his Newcastle days with members of the strong North East contingent of 

delegates, who included: George Fife Angas, William Beaumont, James Finlay, Jonathan 

Priestman, George Richardson, William Maude, Michael Longridge, Professor Johnstone 

representing the University of Durham, Elizabeth and Joseph Pease and Lady Byron.  

 

On 27 December 1839 the Committee of Newcastle Emancipation & Aborigines Protection Society 

agreed to publish Harriet Martineau's The Martyr Age of the United States of America; Review of 

“Rights and Wrongs in Boston 1835-37”. An Appeal on behalf of the Oberlin Institute in Aid of 

the Abolition of Slavery. Listed in the pamphlet as subscribers to the appeal were leading 

national abolitionists, the Newcastle Emancipation & Negro Friend Society, Elizabeth Pease of 

Darlington and five Backhouses. The African American abolitionist Charles L. Remond spoke to 

the Ladies Society in 1841. 

 

In 1841 and 1842 George Howard, Lord Morpeth, visited the United States and Cuba. He had 

been MP for Morpeth from 1826 to 1830 and then one of Yorkshire’s until 1841. As an MP he had 

supported the anti-slavery cause seconding Brougham’s motion for the abolition of slavery in 

July 1830, and presenting petitions. In a speech in the House he told MPs that there was no 

resemblance between the conditions of labourers in the south of England and those of slaves. He 

supported the moves towards the Act to end enslavement in British colonies. In 1831 he told the 

House that ‘if we forbear much longer to pronounce the sentence of emancipation, it will 

accomplish itself in the most appalling manner’. Morpeth’s visit to the United States was noted 

Charles Sumner. They corresponded while Morpeth was in the United States his visit. Sumner 

discussed Morpeth with other abolitionists at the Anti-Slavery Fair. Back in England Morpeth 

wrote a letter to the American abolitionist newspaper The Liberty Bell. 

The other North East centre for abolition activity was Darlington, where the lead role was taken 

by the Pease and Backhouse families. Joseph Pease wrote On Slavery and its Remedy, published 

in 1841. He was active with Jonathan Backhouse in the South Durham British India Society, which 

had been set up on George Thompson's initiative. A pamphlet On the subject of the Slave Trade 

and Slavery was published on 9 May 1842 by W. Oliver of Market Place, Darlington.  
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On 10 October 1842 ‘Mr. Ira Aldridge, “the celebrated Actor of Colour, the African Roscius” gave 

lectures at the theatre with dramatic recitals in illustration’ at the North Shields Theatre. 
 

The first issue of the British Friend in January 1843 contained a letter written by Lord Morpeth 

in the States. Back in Britain he chaired the Anti-Slavery Convention held between 13 and 20 

July 1843, at which the former slave Moses Grandy was introduced by John Scoble. Grandy was 

from North Carolina and his freedom had cost $1,800. ‘His appearance and narrative excited 

great interest.’ A poem by Lord Morpeth The Emancipated Negro Mother to Her Child was 

published.  

 

The North East Quakers 

 

The more research is undertaken the more it is clear that the North East Quakers led complex 

lives combining family, business, religious and good causes. Divided between two Meeting areas 

in the early 1840s, they had 519 members in the Newcastle Meeting area and 330 in Darlington's 

in 1844. They would have seen each other frequently and been able to tell each other about the 

latest news and issues about the causes they were involved in including anti-slavery and peace 

which was interlinked with anti-slavery. 

 

The complex organised life of the Friends included their own Religious Tract Society of 

Newcastle and Shields and their Newcastle Friends’ First-Day School. The annual reports of these 

were summarised in The British Friend. They became active in the growing temperance 

movement and its Newcastle and Gateshead Societies. Some were involved in the special 

institutions they established at either national level or in various parts of the country, like the 

Friends’ First Day School for Boys in Hotham Street, Liverpool, which Henry Binns of Sunderland 

appears to have been involved with. Such involvements would have meant travel and staying 

overnight probably in other Friends' houses, and discussions of matters of mutual interest.  

 

Delegates from the North East attended the Quaker Yearly Meetings held in London, which 

included those of the Women and the Meeting of Sufferings, which had its own Aborigines 

Committee. Because there were reports from Yearly Meetings in the United States there was 

always discussion about slavery and emancipation.  

 

The publication of The British Friend on 31 January 1843 added another vehicle through which 

Quakers could keep up to- date with issues on slavery and the emancipation campaign. Published 

by William and Robert Smeal of Glasgow, they explicitly said that their coverage would include 

'information on the ABOLITION OF SLAVERY and the slave trade, the PROTECTION of 

ABORIGINES’, and ‘the improvement of the condition of our fellow-subjects, the Natives of 

British India’, on moral reform, peace societies and temperance’. The British Friend was 

available in the North East through sales agents in Durham, Darlington, Bishopswearmouth, 

Newcastle and Sunderland, including Henry Richardson, Henry Binns, and Thomas Mounsey.  

 

Peace Activities 

 

Another major activity was the peace movement. There was an active Newcastle Peace Society. 

The same month as the launch of The British Friend, saw the first issue of its The Peace 

Advocate and Correspondent, which The British Friend hailed ‘as a most valuable coadjutor in 

promoting the cause of peace.’ Anna and Henry Richardson seem to have been key activists in its 

production. Thomas Mounsey from Sunderland was a member of the Committee organising the 

1843 Peace Convention.  

 

The white American peace and anti-slavery campaigner Henry C. Wright addressed several public 
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meetings on peace in Darlington and adjacent towns and villages in 1843, and a Newcastle Peace 

Society meeting on 17 June. One of the publishers of the peace magazine The Olive Leaf was 

Newcastle's R. Fletcher. Peace petitions to Queen’s Ministers included ones from Newcastle and 

Darlington. Charles Sumner's peace and anti-slavery speeches were widely circulated in England 

in 1845.  

 

Quaker Links With The United States 

Two North Easterners obtained approval to go to the United States to visit American Quakers: 

Rachel Priestman of Newcastle and John Pease. Rachel went with Isabel Casson of Hull. The 

women travelled a different route from Pease. A letter from America stated: ‘Our dear friend, 

Rachel Priestman, made some very appropriate remarks, I understand, in the Women’s 

(Philadelphia) Yearly Meeting, on Slavery.’ Although Pease had not been called on to say 

anything on slavery, this did not mean that he did not discuss the issue privately. Priestman ‘had 

a satisfactory Public Meeting in the Hall of Representatives at Washington.’ John Quincey Adams 

there and shook her hand at end of meeting. By the end of September 1844 she was back in 

Britain. The knowledge she obtained must have been useful for her participation back in the 

British anti-slavery movement in the next two to three years. 

The activities and views of the Pease family in the Darlington area were often featured in The 

British Friend. At the 1843 World Slavery Convention Joseph Pease, Senior expressed his concern 

during debate on ‘Free Trade and Slavery’ that non-slave sugar would pour into Britain. The 

British Friend republished a letter on the ‘Cost of Food and Labour in India’ by Joseph originally 

published in the Gateshead Observer of 25 December 1843, in which, using Gladstone’s figures 

of the £37 cost per coollie on Demerara, he estimated that Indian labour was much cheaper.  

Anna Henry Jenkins from Providence, Rhode Island, visited Shields in 1844. She met the 

abolitionists Anne Spence and Mary Richardson. Mary was later to welcome people like Frederick 

Douglass to her home at Low Lights in North Shields.  

Sarah Emlen, the Quaker Pennsylvania abolitionist and free produce advocate, visited Tyneside 

in 1845, accompanied by Edward Pease. She attended a meeting in Shields and met several 

abolitionist women there. At the beginning of 1845 Elizabeth Pease in Darlington was collecting 

money for the imprisoned abolitionists Thompson, Work and Burr and for Work’s wife Aurelia. 

The Beginnings Of The Free Produce Movement 

In November 1845 Henry Richardson wrote to The British Friend pointing out the inconsistency of 

rejecting slave-grown sugar while accepting slave-grown cotton. The argument of those willing 

to do so was the insufficiency of free-grown cotton to replace it. Free grown cotton was 

available in Liverpool but its inferior quality would necessitate its ‘working up’ with better 

quality produce. Newcastle had ‘three extensive manufacturing firms’ ready to work up the 

cotton ‘as soon as it shall arrive in sufficient Quantities to enable them to keep it distinct 

without loss.’ A free-labour warehouse was needed in London and he asked, ‘can our London 

Friends turn their attention to the supply of this desiderata ?’  

 

There were differences in the United States over emancipation strategy and tactics, between 

those who supported the white campaigner William Garrison and particularly black campaigners. 

others. This created divisions within the British movement. Doing his visit to Britain Henry C. 

Wright made it clear he was a Garrison supporter in a letter published in August 1846 so those 

who welcomed him as a speaker would have either have been Garrisonians or did not take sides. 
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John Pease was still in the United States and his address to the Friends of the Yearly Meeting of 

New York, and in North America Generally was published in December.  

 

Frederick Douglass in Britain  

 

When Frederick Douglass came to England he soon found himself involved in the heated 

polemical debate about the Scottish Free Church’s acceptance of money from Southern slave 

owners. His Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass was reviewed by the Newcastle Guardian 

on  11 July 1846.  He was in Newcastle in August. Led by Anna and Ellen Richardson, the Quakers 

raised the money that purchased his freedom. The formal grant of freedom was registered in 

Baltimore in December. It cost £150, with the MPJohn Bright contributing one third.  

 

Some American abolitionists, including Garrison and Henry C. Wright, who was still in Britain at 

the time, were very critical of this transaction as compromising the principles of their movement 

by recognising the right of slaveholders to sell human beings. With a specific reference to Anna, 

Douglass was to write his defence of those involved in buying his freedom in his 1860 book My 

Bondage and My Freedom. In one copy of the book that has survived he wrote a dedication to 

Ellen Richardson for her role in buying his freedom.  

 

Douglass attended and spoke at the World Temperance Convention 'as an accredited delegate 

from Newcastle'. While staying with the Richardsons in December he was sent the wording of a 

resolution passed by the Northern Association of Baptist Churches which he had accused of being 

associated with American Baptist slaveowners. The Association passed a resolution denying this.  

 

It is normally reported that Ellen Richardson fundraised to enable Douglass to set up his own 

newspaper. While she may have taken the lead a fund raising committee was established 

comprising male Quakers. The British Friend published the British Testimonial of Esteem for 

Frederick Douglass, and of Sympathy for the American Slave in April 1847 along with an appeal 

dated 8 April for funds. Collecting agents included John M. Sparkes in Darlington and Henry 

Richardson in Newcastle. Douglass's letter to Anna Richardson dated 29 April 1847 was published 

in the Newcastle upon Tyne Christian on 1 June 1847. The same newspaper later published a 

letter he wrote to Joseph Barker dated 16 October 1847. Progress with the fund for Douglass 

showed that by early autumn £500 had been raised. Collecting continued with a request that 

names of subscribers should be sent to T. P. Barkas, in Grainger St. Newcastle. Thomas Pallister 

Barkas was a printer and publisher, a scientist and teetotaler.  

Douglass wrote on 1 November 1847 proposing to establish The North Star newspaper. It is said 

by many historians that it gave him independence from the white abolitionist leaders like 

Garrison. While staying in Newcastle December 1846 Frederick Douglass had met Julia Griffiths. 

The American historian Philip Foner says that her father had been a friend of William 

Wilberforce.  

Griffiths and her sister Eliza went to the States in 1848. Julia became Douglass's newspaper 

business manager for seven years. While there she set up and was Secretary of the Rochester 

Ladies Anti-Slavery Society and ran the Bazaars there. The relationship between Julia and 

Douglass was a cause of friction with the Garrisonians, as Douglass's own personal development 

moved increasingly away from them. In 1882 Douglass was to describe the importance of her 

business acumen. She returned to Britain in 1855.  

  

The flow of anti-slavery information coming over from the United States enabled in 1847 Metcalf 

Ross of Newcastle's Pilgrim St, to publish Sherry Williams; or, the Danger of Being Religious in a 

Land of Slavery by Caroline W. Healey Dall of Portsmouth New Hampshire, originally published in 
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The Liberty Bell. It tells the story of Sherry Williams, a free ‘coloured man’ who was imprisoned 

for between 10 and 20 years for having an incendiary book, the Bible. Baltimore merchants 

campaigned for his release. The pamphlet could be purchased from T. B. (probably T. P.) Barkas 

in Newcastle. 

 

The Work of Anna and Henry Richardson 

 

Through the Ladies' Emancipation Society Anna Richardson had started to co-ordinate free labour 

produce associations. Towards the end of 1846 Anna and Henry Richardson had proposed to 

begin to publish a monthly Illustrations of Slavery digest. The Ladies Emancipation Society 

contributed £3 towards the expenses. They sent the digest to about 100 editors of newspapers 

and journals in Britain with items from American abolitionist press. They recorded that this 

resulted in many useful items being printed in the press. However, whether editors 

acknowledged the Illustrations as the source or the American newspapers whose extracts were 

included is not clear. Throughout the whole period until the end of 1850 when they stopped 

publishing the digest in favour of the newsletter The Slave, the only example I have found of 

acknowledgment to Illustrations in The British Friend was entitled Prejudice Against Colour 

about the expulsion of Douglass’s daughter from Seward Seminary. 

Every year there were collections to send goods to the Anti-Slavery Bazaars in the United States. 

As a member of the Ladies Emancipation Society Jane Richardson, Robert Spence Watson’s 

mother-in-law, was responsible for collecting and shipping contributions for the 14th Annual 

Anti-Slavery Bazaar in Boston in 1847. In its report the Bazaar committee mentioned ‘The rare 

and attractive consignment of ELIZABETH PEASE, of Darlington, also enclosed, was admired by 

thousands, and added much to the interest of the season.’ It appears that the Newcastle and 

North of England Unitarian Christian Tract and Missionary Society got into a dispute with William 

Garrison over the views of its Secretary Rev. George Harris which had been published in religious 

papers in Boston in 1848. 

In April 1848 Anna Richardson used the columns of The British Friend to promote free labour 

produce as Secretary of the Newcastle Free Produce Association. To help people understand 

what produce was free and what slave labour produced the British Friend published a list 

entitled The Free Man, or the Slave. Which shall supply your table?  

The movement had strong support while there was support from male abolitionists like George W 

Alexander and Joseph Sturge and the London Quakers. George Richardson and Jonathan 

Priestman took leading roles in a London meeting on free produce held on 31 May 1849. 

Richardson was the first speaker. Priestman mentioned Anna's work. There was a letter from E 

Pease on free labour cotton discussing the Indian climate. Anna requested contributions for the 

Anti-Slavery Bazaar in Philadelphia.  

 

For Anna 'The summer of 1849 was a memorable one, for we joined a large party from England in 

attending the Peace Congress at Paris. ‘This would have enabled her and Henry to cement their 

relationship with Wells Brown and Pennington who were also there. Several donations had been 

made from the North East to the appeal of the Peace Congress Finance Committee. The links 

with France that were created led the Newcastle Bible and peace activists meeting on 23 

November to raise money to circulate Holy Scriptures to friends of peace in Paris, with Henry 

Richardson as the key local contact.  

 

William Wells Brown 

 

When William Wells Brown was planning to come to Britain in 1849 John Mawson of Newcastle 

invited him to stay with him which Brown did. He also stayed with the Richardsons. He spoke 
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about American slavery in North Shields on 27 and 28 December.  

 

At a meeting in Newcastle reported in 8 February 1850 edition of The North Star, Brown stated 

that 'He felt thankful, especially to the ladies of this town, for the kind manner in which he had 

been received as a representative of the slaves in America. Long before he arrived in this 

country he had heard that Newcastle was head-quarters for antislavery in Great Britain, and 

when he returned he should follow in the footsteps of others, in giving his humble testimony to 

their efforts, not only in behalf of the American slave, but in the cause of freedom throughout 

the world.'  

 

Between 1847 and February 1850 the Newcastle Ladies Society did not meet, probably because 

of the efforts Anna and others were putting into developing the free produce movement. In 

relation to cotton it was hoped that Natal in South Africa would be productive. A paper Cotton 

Cultivation in Natal was printed in Gateshead in 1849 or 1850. The Richardsons had a letter 

published in February 1850 about where to purchase free labour cotton. When the Ladies Society 

met again on 27 February 1850, the members  discussed emancipation and free labour produce, 

and reorganised themselves to campaign for it. Although Anna writes in The British Friend as 

Newcastle Free Labour Association, the way the surviving minute book of the Ladies Society was 

written does not record a specific change of name. She appears to have encouraged the fugitive 

slave abolitionist Henry Highland Garnett to come to Britain. 

Henry Highland Garnett 

Garnett had started as a Garrisonian but in 1840 had been one of the eight black founding 

members of the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society set up to campaign politically in 

contrast to Garrison's moral reform approach. In August 1843 he was one of 70 plus delegates 

attending the National Negro Convention in Albany, New York. He issued his Address to the 

Slaves of the United States- 'A Call to Rebellion', in which he argued that slaves should act for 

themselves to achieve total emancipation. He referred to slave rebellions, stating that that 

could be a quick way for abolition if the slaves were brave enough. Frederick Douglass spoke 

against him.  

It is no surprise therefore to find Douglass' writing in the North Star about Garnet leaving for 

England. While praising his ability as a speaker, he explains 'his opposition to Garnet's lack of 

'faith in moral means for the overthrow of American Slavery'. 'His course here has been than of 

an enemy, and we have no reason to believe that his course abroad will be that of a friend. ..... 

He is at full liberty to slander and misrepresent us in England, or elsewhere, as he has done most 

liberally in various parts of the United States.'  

On 27 February 1850 the Ladies Emancipation Society appointed Garnett as their travelling 

agent. A sub-committee including Anna was established to promote the cause. It was agreed to 

purchase 1,500 copies of tracts published in Newcastle for Garnet's use. Garnet's friend, John 

Pennington, spoke to the Society on 16 April about the importance of increasing the demand for 

free labour produce. Garnet toured, especially in the North and Scotland, and was back in 

Newcastle in September. On 4 September he wrote to his cousin Samuel Ringgold Ward saying 

that Anna would be happy to send him free produce documents for use in his newspaper 

Impartial Citizen. Garnet spoke to the Ladies Emancipation Society on 12 September and it 

agreed to appoint him as its Travelling Agent and to reimburse his costs of travelling from New 

York. 

Wells Brown lectured again in North Shields. In September 1850 he commissioned his twenty-

four-scene canvas and produced an accompanying pamphlet providing a description of each 

scene, and discussing the advantage of using art to promote the anti-slavery message: ‘a 



9 

 

painting, with as fair a representation of American slavery…would do much to disseminate trust 

upon this subject’. The first town to exhibit this painted panorama was Newcastle in October.  

 

4 October 1850 saw a 'Free Labour' meeting addressed by both Garnet and Pennington. Garnet 

encouraged his audience to purchase and use only free-labor produced goods and boycott slave-

labor produced goods. He emphasised that boycotting slave-produced goods would aid in the 

fight towards emancipation of the slaves in the U.S. 

 

Local activists would have known about Pennington's attendance at the 1843 World Anti-Slavery 

Convention and the World Peace Society in London. Some would have read his book The Fugitive 

Blacksmith, published in London in 1850, about his boyhood in slavery and escape to freedom. 

They would have known that both he and Wells Brown attended the second World Peace 

Congress in Paris in 1850. It was the Scottish free produce association group in Dunse which 

purchased his freedom. Wells Brown’s speech in Newcastle speech denouncing the Fugitive Slave 

Bill and its effects was reported in American The Liberator of 13 December 1850. 

  

Progress Of The Free Produce Movement 

Garnet’s campaigning was clearly successful, especially in North Britain. As the Richardsons 

explained in the first issue of The Slave in January 1851 while the movement 'had been gradually 

gaining strength' Garnet’s arrival 'gave it an impetus which bids fair to place it amongst the 

popular movements of the day.' By December 1850 there the free produce movement had 

established Free Labour Associations in Birmingham, Bristol, Coldstream, Darlington, Dunse, 

Hitchin, London, Luton, Newport, Peckham, Worcester, Carlisle, Maryport, Whitehaven, 

Workington, Alnwick, Berwick, Blaydon, Gateshead, Hartlepool, Middlesbrough, Newcastle-upon-

Tyne, North Shields, Sunderland, Stockton, South Shields, and Winlaton. This work had been 

accompanied by the issuing of more than a hundred thousand free-labour tracts and papers from 

the press at Newcastle in the last three months of 1850. Despite this, according to the 

Richardsons, 'it has been found extremely difficult to meet the demand for information on this 

important branch of the anti-slavery enterprise.' The Slave therefore was the next step in 

helping to disseminate information. Its publication gave encouragement to the free labour 

movement abolitionists in the United States who were feeling despondent about the failure of 

one of their initiatives and about the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. 

It possible that Garnet had letters of introduction to friends in Scotland from James McCune 

Smith, the black abolitionist who had qualified as a doctor at Glasgow University in 1837. In 1865 

Smith penned a biographical sketch about Garland in which he talks in general terms about 

Garland's time in Britain and as a peace campaigner in Europe. 

 

The Slave Newspaper 

 

The Richardsons' monthly Illustrations was absorbed as a section of The Slave newspaper. The 

Slave appears to be very fragmentary. The many stories of 'The Horrors of Slavery' were 

counterbalanced by stories of progress and hope with individual slave owners granting freedom 

to their slaves and the escape of slaves. There are items about the growth of free cotton 

production around the world, and anti-slavery activity in Britain. Many items are extracts from 

other publications. The Richardsons argued that if they just 'repeated tales of woe, without 

affording the opportunity for corresponding action for its relief' it would be 'liable to induce a 

morbid state of mind, and does more harm than good.' The free-labour movement provided 

positive action involving only a small sacrifice. 

 

Individuals could be involved at a personal level in terms of what they could buy. There were 



10 

 

also courses of collective action as well, which is why the Richardsons gave coverage to all kinds 

of anti-slavery activity. Poems were inserted, mainly American, suggesting that the Richardsons 

understood their audiences by lightening the content for more popular consumption. It was 

through the editorials that they knitted the fragments together, showing the beneficial effects 

of a holistic approach.  

 

Garnet continued his advocacy tours. While The Slave reported 'Garnet’s Labours' as being very 

successful, only two more associations appear to have been established – in Dublin and 

Walthamstow. His work, however, appears to have assisted the general growth in support for 

anti-slavery and free produce. In Ireland in 1851 he spoke at several meetings. 'It is deemed very 

important that the Anti-slavery Case should be kept before the people of Ireland, in as much as 

that country furnishes so many emigrants to the United States,' especially given the remark of 

the Earl of Carlisle, 'that the Irish in America are the worst enemies of emancipation.' In 

November Garnet addressed meetings in the Scottish cites and large towns. He and his family 

then settled in at 89 Blandford Street in Newcastle. At a Soiree held on 13 January 1852 the 

town’s religious leaders and others welcomed them. Several resolutions were adopted regretting 

the continuance of American Slavery and the extent to which American Christians and churches 

were implicated, and calling on them 'to employ the best means for its speedy and complete 

termination.' The meeting rejoiced at the 'multitudes of fugitives' who had made their escape 

into the British dominions and welcomed Garnet and his family. Finally it recommended the Free 

Labour movement. 

 

In February Garnet was in Scotland again. His A Plea for the Bondsman was available as a 

Newcastle tract. There is then a gap in news about him, until a lecture in Walthamstow on 5 

August and another tour of Scotland. While in Glasgow in October helping with the anti-slavery 

bazaar he wrote to the Richardsons telling them that he would be sailing for Jamaica from 

Southampton in November to become a missionary of behalf of the Scottish Presbyterians. He 

continued to correspond with the Richardsons about his journey to and after his arrival in 

Jamaica. 

 

While Garnet had been in Glasgow, the news broke through The Slave about the need to raise 

money to buy freedom for his relatives, the Weims. Although John Weims was a freed man, his 

wife and one of his children were still slaves. The personal identification with Garnet, whom so 

many people had met and heard speak, probably meant there were more supporters sending 

their donations including to Henry Richardson. The continuing story of the Weims was followed. 

As with Douglass there was criticism, especially on the grounds that it was a kind of ‘purchase’. 

The Richardsons made it clear that “we do not purchase the slaves, but merely the manumission 

papers, which give them a legal title to freedom... Ransom encourages the slave owner to 

perform an act of justice.” Critics also argued that the money would be better spent on general 

emancipation activity. The Richardsons replied that some people would contribute to relief of 

individual suffering rather than to abolition societies. The critics said that ransom did little to 

relieve the general misery and led to higher valuation and tougher treatment of those who 

remained slaves. The Richardsons’ reply was that less than three years after Douglass' ‘ransom’, 

his former owner had emancipated all his slaves bar Douglass’ grandmother, whom he had taken 

into his household. 

 

The Richardsons And Balancing The Opposing Strategies 
 

Garnet's appointment by the Newcastle Ladies is interesting. Anna and her co-campaigners were 

supportive of both Douglass and Garnett, despite the apparent wide difference in their views 

about the strategy and tactics to achieve emancipation. It suggests that the Ladies could 

rationalise their support for two alternative strategies. This despite what would have been 
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assumed as a natural Quaker support for moral reform, and against violence which was implied 

in Garnett's support for rebellion and the use of violence. Writing in 1880 Ellen Richardson may 

provide part of an explanation of this:  

'It needed a stronger arm than that of man to break those fetters and set the captive free, and 

we cannot but recognise the power of Jehovah in turning back the wrath of man upon himself in 

the accomplishment of that great purpose. Insurrections in our own colonies and civil war In 

America were no doubt made instrumental in the overthrow of slavery.’ “The Lord is not the 

author of confusion, but of peace’; but we know that ‘He ruleth in the kingdoms of men,’ and 

causeth even ‘the wrath of man to praise Him.’ He was pleased to employ Moses and Aaron to go 

in before Pharoah to plead for His people Israel; but in the end He set them aside, while He took 

His own power to Himself to effect His purpose. Then the song of deliverance was put into their 

months, and His power was magnified in the sight of all His people.'  

 

Miss Pringle of Newcastle was accepting donations to send to the 1851 New York Vigilance 

Fugitive Slave Bazaar in New York by the end of March to arrange their shipment to the States. It 

was later reported that 'the most valuable contributions were those received from England and 

Scotland.' Miss Pringle and Glasgow’s Mrs Muir were organising for the next one. 

 

Through The Slave the Richardsons gave advice on other actions supporters could take, 

particularly on how to treat American slave owners attending the Great Exhibition in 1851 and 

the many church, temperance and peace gatherings in London that year and in 1852. 'Tell the 

slave-holder his faults faithfully; and if he refuses to hear us, then place him under the ban of 

social excommunication.' '(L)et us all do the best we can to show them that in this England 

....while the slave is in peace, the slave-holder is the fugitive.' Their firm position was 

underpinned by their disgust of the white churches in America, which they regarded as the main 

bulwarks of slavery. 

  

Because of the Fugitive Slave Act another escaped slave James Watkins fled to England in 1851. 

He gave speeches in Newcastle, Wallsend and North Shields on the evils of slavery and in favour 

of emancipation. Wells Brown lectured in the Seamen’s Hall in South Shields on Thursday 5 and 

Friday 6 December 1851. This included showing his Views of Slavery. The Newcastle Guardian 

states that Brown’s illustrations are ‘excellent in execution and pregnant with instruction ’ and 

readers are strongly recommended to visit. Wells was back again at the Central Hall in South 

Shields in 1852, after the publication of his book Three Years in Europe. The lecture was to be 

illustrated by ‘new and splendid Dissolving Views’. The images would certainly appear in 

‘continuous succession’. 

 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin And The Crafts 

 

An important influence attracting more British support for emancipation in the United States was 

the publication here of Harriet Beecher Stowe's novel Uncle Tom's Cabin, with its introduction 

written by the Earl of Carlisle. Robert Spence Watson was to recall the impact it made on him 

and his friends at Quaker School in York. 

  

One of the most significant aspects of The Slave is the inclusion of 'black voices': Garnet, 

Pennington, Douglass and others, including a plea from Antiguan labourers, 'Tell them no buy 

slave sugar, that mixed with blood; but buy Antiguan, no blood in that now, massa.' In a letter 

from Ockham School in Surrey dated 25 October 1852 William Craft who had escaped with his 

wife Ellen to Britain, endorsed Uncle Tom's Cabin as 'a very true picture indeed of American 

slavery.' He also reported the birth of their 'first free-born babe.'  When the Crafts arrived in 

Liverpool Wells Brown was lecturing in Newcastle. Because Ellen was ill only William could go 
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and see Brown in Newcastle. He arranged a reception for William. Before that took place Brown 

explained the contact in a letter from the Kingshead Hotel in Hartlepool  to Frederick Douglass. 

He also discussed the hostile British press coverage to the United State Fugitive Slave legislation. 

The Fugitive Slave Bill, and its consequences, as the all-absorbing topic for conversation in this 

country.' He explained that he had attended several meetings on the Bill in the previous three 

weeks, Sir John Fife had presided at the meeting in Newcastle; the Mayor chaired the Shields 

meeting, and a meeting had been held in Sunderland.  Garnet and his wife also had a baby while 

in Britain.  

 

The cholera outbreak on the Tyne in the autumn of 1853 caused the Richardsons serious 

difficulties producing The Slave. They apologised stating that 'In the present state of our town, 

we freely acknowledge our inability to give our readers more than simple extracts upon the anti-

slavery and free-labour subjects. The cholera is raging around us fearfully, and, with the utter 

uncertainty respecting who may be summonsed next.' It is perhaps no surprise that the following 

year the local Temperance Society published a tract Newcastle As It Is describing the conditions 

in the town. It was published by T. P. Barkas in Newcastle and in London. The fugitive William G 

Allen, whose wrote The American Prejudice Against Colour, 'lectured at Newcastle’ in 1853.  

 

Activities 1854 to 1856 

 

In 1854 Anna and her free produce ladies organised the purchase of Wells Brown's freedom. 

Meanwhile in America the stream of fugitive slaves continued to head North to Canada along the 

Underground Railway helped by people who faced prosecution is caught. In 1854/5 one of those 

taking that risk were the Unitarian parents of the Ann Howard Shaw who had emigrated from 

Newcastle where Anna had been born.  

 

At this time the war in the Crimea was raging with Britain supporting the Turks against the 

Russians. The Quakers had campaigned to prevent the war. The War prompted the America 

Board of Missions to send a missionaries to the Turkish Empire to support Christians there. The 

Board gained support in Britain with the established of the Turkish Missions Aid Society. This 

work came into conflict with sections of the anti-slavery movement in Britain. One of those 

actively supporting the Society was the Newcastle Minister Cuthbert Young. At the Anti-Slavery 

Conference on 28 and 29 November 1854 he became embroiled in an argument about the 

American Board, because it was attacked as pro-slavery by the American delegate Parker 

Pilsbury from Boston, who also attacked BFASS's John Scoble's hostility to Garrison. Young 

suggested that what Pilsbury said about the American Board was wrong as a result of its recent 

decisions. Samuel Ringgold Ward backed Pilsbury. Young, who became Secretary of the Society, 

was to continue to be embroiled in disagreements over the Board. 

  

The Richardsons continued editing The Slave until December 1854, when because of Henry 

becoming ill they handed it over to American peace activist and abolitionist Elihu Burritt who 

was living in London. The paper lasted until December 1856 folding I think because of the 

problems of producing it after Burritt went back to the States to campaign.  

 

In 1855 Julia Griffiths returned to Britain and began to raise more money for Douglass. Before 

she left the States she had edited the book Autographs of Freedom. This included an essay Visit 

of a Fugitive Slave to the Grave of Wilberforce by Wells Brown in which he notes the African 

figure on Nelson's column in Trafalgar Square, and a contribution by Harriet Beecher Stowe on 

her visit to Thomas Clarkson at Playford Hall. I do not know whether Griffiths returned to 

Newcastle. After her departure Douglass started Douglass' Monthly. Julia had a column in it in 

which she announced to her readers: "A large amount of money has up to this time, been 

collected and sent over by 'mine own hand'; to my corresponding anti-slavery friends in the 
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United States.'  

 

The Glasgow New Association for the Abolition of Slavery, sent a £5 donation to Henry 

Richardson for the Free Labour movement. An 'excellent' contribution of goods was sent from 

Newcastle in 1856, and money donated by John Mawson and Joseph Cowen the following year for 

the Boston Bazaar in Boston, while a letter from Lady Londonderry at Seaham on the cost of 

County Durham was quoted in the report for that year’s Bazaar. In December 1856 the 

Darlington Quakers made a collection for the Negro Protection Society.  

 

Activities 1857 to 1861 

 

When he came back to Britain in 1857 Charles Sumner, now a Senator, visited Robert Ingram 

again, stayed with the Duchess of Sutherland at Stafford House and visited Harriet Martineau in 

Ambleside on several occasions. The cause lost a staunch supporter with the death of Edward 

Pease on 31 July 1858. The peace activities continued. The annual Manchester Peace Conference 

was put on a more organised footing with the creation of the Manchester Peace Conference and 

Arbitration Society, on whose Committee Henry Richardson sat. 

 

At end of October 1859 the offices of William Shreve Bailey’s anti-slavery newspaper Free South 

in Newport, Kentucky were attacked by a mob angry about John Brown's abortive attack on 22 

October on the US Arsenal at Harper's Ferry which he had hoped would trigger a slave uprising. 

Later Bailey was imprisoned, bailed out by supporters and money raised for him to come to 

England to campaign and collect money. He spoke in Newcastle in spring 1861.  

 

Anna Richardson paid for, and wrote the introduction, to a pamphlet aimed at children, Little 

Laura, the Kentucky Abolitionist, appealing for donations towards abolition work in Kentucky. 

Laura was Bailey's daughter who had died in 1856. There was also an organised appeal by the 

Newcastle & Gateshead Anti-Slavery Society. At that time J. Clerevaux Fenwick and John 

Wigham Richardson were joint Secretaries. Subscriptions were to be sent to Daniel Oliver, 

Walter S. Pringle, W. A. Whinfield and Henry Richardson in Newcastle, and John Clapham in 

Gateshead.  

 

When Douglass came back to Britain towards the end of 1859 following the Harper Ferry 

incident, he feared he would be arrested on his return for helping to fund Brown. He visited 

Julia Grffiths and her husband in Halifax in December. Griffiths' original intention had been to 

return to the United States, but in 1859 she married Reverend H. O. Crofts, and set up home in 

'The Cross, St. Neots, Hunts'. In telling him this news she had asked Douglass to visit them. When 

the US Ambassador in London refused him a passport to go to France on the grounds that as a 

negro he was not a citizen of the United States, the French consulate in Newcastle gave him one 

instead.  

 

Commenting in its 2 April 1860 issue on the very popular and well attended lectures Douglass 

and George Thompson were giving in North England The Anti-Slavery Reporter stated: 'A highly-

esteemed correspondent writes to us from Newcastle-on-Tyne, ... says: 'they have excited very 

deep interest, and are contributing to draw attention to the free-labour cause, as one of the 

surest means of grappling with the monster. Slavery.' In April George Thompson lectured in 

Newcastle's Assembly Room and Douglass at the Newcastle Lecture Room in Nelson St. 'Anti-

slavery feeling has not been so strong and healthy in Newcastle, for the last twenty years, as at 

the present juncture.'  

In September 1860 Anna Richardson sent an account of her involvement in British anti-slavery 

activities to William Still who published it in his book The Underground Railway along with 
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letters she wrote to him. 

 

In June 1861 a group of people in Sunderland petitioned against the deportation of the fugitive 

slave John Anderson from Canada back to the United States. That year Garnet re-visited Britain 

in 1861 to promote the African Civilization Society he had founded in 1858 with Edward Blyden 

to promote black emigration from the States.  

 

I don't know whether Pennington came to the North East when he was back in Britain in 1861, 

but it is safe to assume that some of the local activists would have read the book he edited and 

published in London A Narrative of Events in the Life of J. H. Banks, an Escaped Slave, From the 

Cotton State of Alabama in America.' Banks had escaped and was living in Liverpool.  

 

Supporting The North In The American Civil War 

 

Newcastle played a key role in the development of the national campaign of support for the 

North and against recognising the South in the American Civil War. Sunderland’s MP W. S. 

Lindsay, on the other hand, argued for the recognition of the South. Earl Russell, the Foreign 

Secretary, used a meeting in Newcastle in October 1861 to attack the North. A few months later 

William Gladstone’s description of the South as a ‘nation’ was loudly applauded by an audience 

in Newcastle. Ten years later John Bright, remarked to Robert Spence Watson, “I wondered how 

it was that a man who knew so much as Gladstone should have been so ignorant about 

America.”’  

 

Gladstone's speech galvanised local radicals like Joseph Cowen, who had been critical of the 

North for not having emancipation as an aim. Meetings that year by the former slave James 

Watkins in Newcastle, Blaydon, Wallsend and North Shields would have helped. He had a letter 

published in the Newcastle Daily Chronicle rebutting Lincoln’s suggestion that black Americans 

might be persuaded to emigrate to Central America and Africa.  

 

Cowen organised a mass meeting in the Nelson St Music Hall to welcome Lincoln’s Emancipation 

Proclamation of 1 January 1863. He joined the Union & Emancipation Society, whose members 

included Rev. Marmaduke Miller of Darlington and Rev. G. T. Fox of Durham. Another supporter, 

the Liberal MP William Forster, had learnt the textiles business with the abolitionist Peases in 

Darlington. The Society published a number of tracts, including The Slaveholder’s War by W E 

Adams, who Cowen invited to edit his Newcastle Weekly Chronicle. Cowen and Adams used it 

campaign for the North.  

 

In 1863 the slave William Craft attended the British Association for the Advancement of Science 

Conference in Newcastle. He attacked the racist views expressed by James Hunt. Adams recalls 

meeting him and Elihu Burritt at Anna and Henry Richardson's home. Because Craft had made a 

financial loss with a trip he had made to Dahomey, a committee was established to raise money 

to fund his planned visit to Liberia. Its members included Adams, Cowen, John Mawson, Joseph 

Watson, Henry Brady, Joseph Clapham and Thomas Hodgkin. Hodgkin was the son of the former 

Newcastle barrister, John Hodgkin. From 1859 Thomas became a partner in the Newcastle Bank 

of Hodgkin, Barnett, Pease and Spence, a Quaker business collaboration. His father John had 

been a barrister and Quaker Minister. 

 

Financial and other support was given from Tyneside to the Lancashire cotton workers 

impoverished by the death of cotton imports due to the Civil War. William Bell Scott, master of 

Newcastle's School of Design until 1864, contributed four sonnets to an 1863 collection of poems 

published for the art exhibition raising funds for the relief of the distress. Scott is most famous 

for his murals at the Trevelyan family's Wallington Hall. He had also taught art to Elizabeth, 
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Robert Spence Watson's wife.  

 

During the War Robert Spears, another North Easterner, contributed information and ideas. He 

was the son of an iron worker born on 25 September 1825 at Leamington. In 1845 he became a 

Unitarian Minister in Sunderland from 1852 and then Stockton from 1856. He started The 

Christian Freeman monthly journal devoted to religious, moral and social progress. Production 

moved to London in 1861 when he became a Minister there. Issues included religious arguments 

against slavery, a poem by the American abolitionist Whittier, and such items as American 

Rebellion and American Slavery and the Lancashire Distress. Later it carried a piece on Abraham 

Lincoln. The Martyr President, and one on helping the freed slaves.  

 

At the end of February 1865 James Watkins spoke at several meetings in the Berwick-on-Tweed 

Primitive Methodist Chapel about slavery in America, the influence of Christianity among the 

slave population, his sufferings and escape from bondage, and the life of the slaves in general.  

 

In 1865 Henry Richardson wrote to the British & Foreign Anti-Slavery Society commenting that 

the Newcastle Anti-Slavery and Emancipation Societies seemed to be extinct and the bulk of the 

anti-slavery work had fallen on Anna’s shoulder for a long time. This is may have reflected the 

dilemma faced by Quaker abolitionists as pacifists during the Civil War which may have kept 

them aloof from the activities led by the national Emancipation Society. 

 

Supporting The Freed 

 

With the end of the Civil War, attention turned to providing aid to newly freed slaves. Henry’s 

1865 letter reported that they had dispatched 20 barrels, bales etc. to New York and hoped to 

forward another consignment shortly. The non-denominational Newcastle Freedman’s Aid 

Association with a separate ladies committee was formed on 11 March 1867 following a meeting 

in the Town Hall addressed by the former slave Rev. Sella Martin of the American Missionary 

Society and Rev. T. Phillips, secretary of the recently formed National Freedmen’s Aid Union. 

When he was in Britain in 1868 they organised a public breakfast for William Lloyd Garrison. 

 

In 1875 when Disraeli was Prime Minister the Admiralty issued the First Fugitive Slave Circular 

which required captains of British ships to deliver up to their owners all slaves who took refuge 

on them in the waters of a slave country. Opposition grew. In Newcastle Joseph Cowen’s 

Newcastle Chronicle stated that even ‘Jefferson Davis himself did not dare to dispute the right 

of the bondman to liberty, if once fairly under the British flag.’ Robert Spence Watson was 

appalled. He organised an emergency meeting in Newcastle supported by Thomas Burt, the M.P., 

and Thomas Hodgkin. Watson declared that if a single slave were returned to his master from a 

British ship, which was British territory, he would indict the Captain under the Kidnapping Act, 

and Disraeli as an accessory. This created a sensation. The public campaigning led to the 

withdrawal of the circular and the publication of a second one which would still have allowed 

the return of fugitive slaves. Further public campaigning led Disraeli to set up a Royal 

Commission. Its members were divided and the third circular that was issued in August 1876 was 

still fudged the question of what captains were to do. 

 

It is perhaps appropriate to end with reference to the fact that when Douglass came back to 

Britain in 1886-7 he met the three women who had had such a major influence on his life and his 

ability to go back to the United States as a freeman and write and campaign for the abolition of 

slavery: Anna and Ellen Richardson and Julia Griffiths Croft.  


