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Foreword





Historys landscape is littered with great people whose names have disappeared from the rolls of our collective memory. Such has been the unfortunate fate that befell the heroic William Wilberforce. Wilberforcehumanitarian, parliamentarian, and voice of the voicelessfatefully receded somewhere into the far-off memory of Americans over the past century. Wilberforce and his name once stood as monuments to freedom, faith, and humanity. Were Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass to cite their sources of inspiration, Wilberforce would be high, if not first, on their lists. Today, that memory is resurrected in this magnificent book.


Eric Metaxass work will stand as a living landmark not so much for its obviously beautiful prose and detailed narrative of the life of Wilberforce, but because it artfully captures the essence of a spiritual strength, moral clarity, human frailty, and divine purpose that dwelled among men at the end of the eighteenth century and beginning of the nineteenth. Bold men and women, Wilberforce first among equals, challenged the prevailing currents of their time to eradicate the scourge of the slave trade. Ultimately, their strategies, defeats, and victories mounted up with wings like eagles to call attention to slavery as more than just a peculiar institution. In Wilberforces mind, there was nothing peculiar about slavery. Peculiar to him was the ability of so many refined and seemingly polite members of society to stomach slaverys bile and to turn a deaf ear to the cries of millions. To Wilberforce, slavery and other civil ills were forces that destroyed life and its viability. As a result of his courage and efforts, freedoms bell was rung for millions and the thirst for liberty has continued to echo throughout history.


William Wilberforces courage, zeal, and actions as recounted in this biography are a modern reminder of work unfinished. That he suffered from poor health likewise reminds that even in the context of human weakness, divine work can still attend. His situation begs the question, What can I do today?


Today, in every corner of the world (the United States and Great Britain are not exempt), there remains great work to do. Slavery in Africa is still a reality. Today, the filthy ships of European slave traders are dry-docked in our distant memory, but human beings are still stripped of their essence and exported to far-off and hostile places. In too many corners of Asia, Eastern Europe, the Americas, and the Middle East, trafficking in women to serve the baser desires of men is thriving; work unfinished remains.


Scripture is bursting with admonitions to remember. There is power in remembrance, recalling, and memorial celebration. This biography allows us to place Wilberforce in two contexts and to witness the miracles that still occur.


First, Metaxass biography allows us to put into crystal-clear focus the life of a man born to comfort but discomforted by the dire conditions of suffering people. Wilberforce saw the chemistry of oppression as changing the oppressor as well as the oppressed. In his own available way, he acted boldly to change the world. This boldness, while temporarily forgotten in human history, is ultimately honored and rewarded by Heaven itself.


In a second way, Metaxass work on Wilberforces life allows us to witness that God has not finished His creative work. Like Wilberforce, we have the ability to create a better world, that beloved community of which Jesus Christ and the prophets spoke.


Wilberforces obsession with slaverys end was a blessing to those he would never know. Blind acts of love are often redemptivesometimes painful, but always redemptive. Wilberforces early defeats and setbacks early in his legislative life were all vindicated by his delayed victory in the House of Commons years after he introduced his first antislavery measure; love is indeed longsuffering, as we are reminded in Pauls epistle to the nascent church in late ancient Corinth. His real redemption and justification were not accomplished during his lifetime nor in the House of Commons. The greatest benefits of his work and toiling are still being realized when oppression is confronted today, racism is challenged everywhere, and a better, more loving world is ultimately created.



The single greatest institutional memorial to Wilberforce is the university that bears his name. One hundred fifty-one years ago, men and women joined head and heart across the lines of race, class, and confessional statements to create Americas first private historically black college and university. Not in London, but in the states of the former British colony, stands an African-American college as a memorial to a white British Member of Parliament. The irony is not lost.


At the time of the universitys establishment, there was polite conversation in Americas parlors and colleges about the basic humanity of African Americans. Even more unrealistic for many in that conversation was the ability of African Americans to learn, contribute to society, and exist beyond the pale of forced servitude.


Today, Wilberforce University welcomes many of Americas poorest and most underserved populations and transforms their educational dreams into realities. The average household income of Wilberforce students hovers just above the nations poverty line, but its students have not surrendered their hunger for excellence and thirst for achievement in the midst of economic and social challenge.


In one small town named Wilberforce, Ohio, Wilberforces legacy was never forgotten. At every commencement, the Wilberforce Bible is read, and in the margins are the unmistakable musings and notes of none other than William Wilberforce. Thousands of African Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, and Africans have presented their minds, bodies, and spirits at an altar of educational improvement. As a result, countless physicians, educators, lawyers, presidents of liberated African nations, members of Congress, and church leaders have graduated from Wilberforce University and now make the world a better place. It is more than ironic that in one of the few places where his name is remembered that miracles continue to happen every single day.


Lest we forget seems a fitting admonition in present times, in the midst of changes whirlwind. As the world recognizes Wilberforce, his work, and his Savior, let us not fall into former pits of forgetfulness.

Floyd Flake

President, Wilberforce University, former U.S. Congressman (NY),
 and author of Practical Virtues and The Way of the Bootstrapper
















Introduction





We often hear about people who need no introduction, but if ever someone did need one, at least in our day and age, its William Wilberforce. The strange irony is that we are talking about a man who changed the world, so if ever someone should not need an introductionwhose name and accomplishments should be on the lips of all humanityits Wilberforce.


What happened is surprisingly simple: William Wilberforce was the happy victim of his own success. He was like someone who against all odds finds the cure for a horrible disease thats ravaging the world, and the cure is so overwhelmingly successful that it vanquishes the disease completely. No one suffers from it againand within a generation or two no one remembers it ever existed.


The roots of the thing Wilberforce was trying to uproot had been growing since humans first walked on the planet, and if they had been real roots, they would have reached to the molten core of the earth itself. They ran so deep and so wide that most people thought that they held the planet together.


The opposition that he and his small band faced was incomparable to anything we can think of in modern affairs. It was certainly unprecedented that anyone should endeavor, as if by their own strength and a bit of leverage, to tip over something about as large and substantial and deeply rooted as a mountain range. From where we stand todayand because of Wilberforcethe end of slavery seems inevitable, and its impossible for us not to take it largely for granted. But thats the wild miracle of his achievement, that what to the people of his day seemed impossible and unthinkable seems to us, in our day, inevitable.


Theres hardly a soul alive today who isnt horrified and offended by the very idea of human slavery. We seethe with moral indignation at it, and we cant fathom how anyone or any culture ever countenanced it. But in the world into which Wilberforce was born, the opposite was true. Slavery was as accepted as birth and marriage and death, was so woven into the tapestry of human history that you could barely see its threads, much less pull them out. Everywhere on the globe, for five thousand years, the idea of human civilization without slavery was unimaginable.


The idea of ending slavery was so completely out of the question at that time that Wilberforce and the abolitionists couldnt even mention it publicly. They focused on the lesser idea of abolishing the slave tradeon the buying and selling of human beingsbut never dared speak of emancipation, of ending slavery itself. Their secret and cherished hope was that once the slave trade had been abolished, it would then become possible to begin to move toward emancipation. But first they must fight for the abolition of the slave trade; and that battlebrutal and heartbreakingwould take twenty years.


Of course, finally winning that battle in 1807 is the single towering accomplishment for which we should remember Wilberforce today, whose bicentennial we celebrate, and whose celebration occasions a movie, documentaries, and the book you now hold. If anything can stand as a single marker of Wilberforces accomplishments, it is that 1807 victory. It paved the way for all that followed, inspiring the other nations of the world to follow suit and opening the door to emancipation, which, amazingly, was achieved three days before Wilberforce died in 1833. He received the glorious news of his lifelong goal on his deathbed.


Wilberforce was one of the brightest, wittiest, best connected, and generally talented men of his day, someone who might well have become prime minister of Great Britain if he had, in the words of one historian, preferred party to mankind. But his accomplishments far transcend any mere political victory. Wilberforce can be pictured as standing as a kind of hinge in the middle of history: he pulled the world around a corner, and we cant even look back to see where weve come from.


Wilberforce saw much of what the rest of the world could not, including the grotesque injustice of one man treating another as property. He seems to rise up out of nowhere and with the voice of unborn billionswith your voice and mineshriek to his contemporaries that they are sleepwalking through hell, that they must wake up and must see what he saw and know what he knewand what you and I know todaythat the widespread and institutionalized and unthinkably cruel mistreatment of millions of human beings is evil and must be stopped as soon as conceivably possibleno matter the cost.


But how is it possible that humanity for so long tolerated what to us is so obviously intolerable? And why did just one small group of people led by Wilberforce suddenly see this injustice for what it was? Why in a morally blind world did Wilberforce and a few others suddenly sprout eyes to see it? Abolitionists in the late eighteenth century were something like the characters in horror films who have seen the monster and are trying to tell everyone else about itand no one believes them.


To fathom the magnitude of what Wilberforce did we have to see that the disease he vanquished forever was actually neither the slave trade nor slavery. Slavery still exists around the world today, in such measure as we can hardly fathom. What Wilberforce vanquished was something even worse than slavery, something that was much more fundamental and can hardly be seen from where we stand today: he vanquished the very mind-set that made slavery acceptable and allowed it to survive and thrive for millennia. He destroyed an entire way of seeing the world, one that had held sway from the beginning of history, and he replaced it with another way of seeing the world. Included in the old way of seeing things was the idea that the evil of slavery was good. Wilberforce murdered that old way of seeing things, and so the idea that slavery was good died along with it. Even though slavery continues to exist here and there, the idea that it is good is dead. The idea that it is inextricably intertwined with human civilization, and part of the way things are supposed to be, and economically necessary and morally defensible, is gone. Because the entire mind-set that supported it is gone.


Wilberforce overturned not just European civilizations view of slavery but its view of almost everything in the human sphere; and that is why its nearly impossible to do justice to the enormity of his accomplishment: it was nothing less than a fundamental and important shift in human consciousness.


In typically humble fashion, Wilberforce would have been the first to insist that he had little to do with any of it. The facts are that in 1785, at age twenty-six and at the height of his political career, something profound and dramatic happened to him. He might say that, almost against his will, God opened his eyes and showed him another world. Somehow Wilberforce saw Gods realitywhat Jesus called the Kingdom of Heaven. He saw things he had never seen before, things that we quite take for granted today but that were as foreign to his world as slavery is to ours. He saw things that existed in Gods reality but that, in human reality, were nowhere in evidence. He saw the idea that all men and women are created equal by God, in his image, and are therefore sacred. He saw the idea that all men are brothers and that we are all our brothers keepers. He saw the idea that one must love ones neighbor as oneself and that we must do unto others as we would have them do unto us.


These ideas are at the heart of the Christian Gospel, and they had been around for at least eighteen centuries by the time Wilberforce encountered them. Monks and missionaries knew of these ideas and lived them out in their limited spheres. But no entire society had ever taken these ideas to heart as a society in the way that Britain would. That was what Wilberforce changed forever.


As a political figure, he was uniquely positioned to link these ideas to society itself, to the public sphere, and the public sphere, for the first time in history, was able to receive them. And so Wilberforce may perhaps be said to have performed the wedding ceremony between faith and culture. We had suddenly entered a world in which we would never again ask whether it was our responsibility as a society to help the poor and the suffering. We would only quibble about how, about the detailsabout whether to use public funds or private, for example. But we would never again question whether it was our responsibility as a society to help those less fortunate. That had been settled. Today we call this having a social conscience, and we cant imagine any modern, civilized society without one.


Once this idea was loosed upon the world, the world changed. Slavery and the slave trade would soon be largely abolished, but many lesser social evils would be abolished too. For the first time in history, groups sprang up for every possible social cause. Wilberforces first great object was the abolition of the slave trade, but his second great object, one might say, was the abolition of every lesser social ill. The issues of child labor and factory conditions, the problems of orphans and widows, of prisoners and the sickall suddenly had champions in people who wanted to help those less fortunate than themselves. At the center of most of these social ventures was the Clapham Circle, an informal but influential community of like-minded souls outside London who plotted good deeds together, and Wilberforce himself was at the center of Clapham. At one point he was officially linked with sixty-nine separate groups dedicated to social reform of one kind or another.


Taken all together, its difficult to escape the verdict that William Wilberforce was simply the greatest social reformer in the history of the world. The world he was born into in 1759 and the world he departed in 1833 were as different as lead and gold. Wilberforce presided over a social earthquake that rearranged the continents and whose magnitude we are only now beginning to fully appreciate.


Unforeseen to him, the fire he ignited in England would leap across the Atlantic and quickly sweep across Americaand transform that nation profoundly and forever. Can we imagine an America without its limitless number of organizations dedicated to curing every social ill? Would such an America be America? We might not wish to credit Wilberforce with inventing America, but it can reasonably be said that the America we know wouldnt exist without Wilberforce.


As a result of the efforts of Wilberforce and Clapham, social improvement was so fashionable by the Victorian era that do-gooders and do-goodism had become targets of derision, and they have been so ever since. We have simply forgotten that in the eighteenth century, before Wilberforce and Clapham, the poor and suffering were almost entirely without champions in the public or private sphere. We who are sometimes obsessed with social conscience can no longer imagine a world without it, or a society that regards the suffering of the poor and others as the will of God. Even where this view does exist, as in societies and cultures informed by an Eastern, Karmic view of the world, we refuse to believe it. We arrogantly seem to insist that everyone on the planet think as we do about societys obligation to the unfortunate, but they dont.


No politician has ever used his faith to a greater result for all of humanity, and that is why, in his day, Wilberforce was a moral hero far more than a political one. Alexander Solzhenitsyn and Nelson Mandela in our own time come closest to representing what Wilberforce must have seemed like to the men and women of the nineteenth century, for whom the memory of what he had done was still bright and vivid.


Thomas Jefferson and Abraham Lincoln both hailed him as an inspiration and example. Lincoln said every schoolboy knew Wilberforces name and what he had done. Frederick Douglass gushed that Wilberforces faith, persistent, and enduring enthusiasm had thawed the British heart into sympathy for the slave, and moved the strong arm of that government to in mercy put an end to his bondage. Poets and writers such as Harriet Beecher Stowe and George Eliot sang his praises, as did Henry David Thoreau and John Greenleaf Whittier. Byron called him the moral Washington of Africa.


The American artist and inventor Samuel Morse said that Wilberforces whole soul is bent on doing good to his fellow men. Not a moment of his time is lost. He is always planning some benevolent scheme, or other, and not only planning but executing. Oh, that such men as Mr. Wilberforce were more common in this world. So much human blood would not be shed to gratify the malice and revenge of a few wicked, interested men. The American abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison went further yet. His voice had a silvery cadence, he said of Wilberforce,




his face a benevolently pleasing smile, and his eye a fine intellectual expression. In his conversation he was fluent, yet modest; remarkably exact and elegant in his diction; cautious in forming conclusions; searching in his interrogations; and skillful in weighing testimony. In his manner he combined dignity with simplicity, and childlike affability with becoming gracefulness. How perfectly do those great elements of character harmonize in the same person, to witdovelike gentleness and amazing energydeep humility and adventurous daring!These were mingled in the soul of Wilberforce.




An Italian nobleman who saw Wilberforce in his later years wrote: When Mr. Wilberforce passes through the crowd on the day of the opening of Parliament, every one contemplates this little old man, worn with age, and his head sunk upon his shoulders, as a sacred relic: as the Washington of humanity.


We blanch at such encomia today, for indeed, ours is an age deeply suspicious of greatness. Watergate seems to have come down upon us like a portcullis, cutting us off forever from anything approaching such hero worship, especially of political figures. With the certainty of a Captain Queeg, we are forever on the lookout for the worm in the apple, the steroid in the sprinter or slugger. And lurking behind every happy biographical detail we see the skulking figure of Parson Weems and his pious fibs about cherry trees andof all thingstelling the truth.


If ever someone could restore our ability to again see simple goodness, it should be Wilberforce. If we cannot cheer someone who literally brought freedom to the captives and bequeathed to the world that infinitely transformative engine we call a social conscience, for whom may we ever cheer? Especially knowing that he has been more forgotten than remembered, and that he himself would have been the first to denigrate his accomplishmentsas we can see from his diaries and letters, which show us that he went to the grave sincerely and deeply regretting that he hadnt done much more.


In the thick of the battle for abolition, one of its many dedicated opponents, Lord Melbourne, was outraged that Wilberforce dared inflict his Christian values about slavery and human equality on British society. Things have come to a pretty pass, he famously thundered, when one should permit ones religion to invade public life. For this lapidary inanity, the jeers and catcalls and raspberries and howling laughter of historys judgment will echo foreveras they should.


But after all, it is a very pretty pass indeed. And how very glad we are that one man led us to that pretty pass, to that golden doorway, and then guided us through the mountains to a world we hadnt known could exist.




Eric Metaxas

New York City

September 2006























CHAPTER 1


LITTLE WILBERFORCE





if it be a work of grace, it cannot fail.








On August 24, 1759, William Wilberforce was born into a prosperous merchant family in the city of Hull. The impressive, red-brick Jacobean mansion in which he was born was situated on the citys High Street, overlooking the Hull River. The Hull in turn flowed into the much larger Humber, which flowed eastward into the North Sea.

The Wilberforce family proudly traced its lineage in Yorkshire to the twelfth century and the reign of Henry II. Burkes Peerage places them as one of the very few families who can be traced to the far side of the river 1066 and Saxon times. In those days and for centuries afterward, on into Wilberforces own century, the family name was Wilberfoss. It was changed by Wilberforces grandfather, who seems to have had something of a forceful personality, as evinced in part by his penchant for changing whatever he disliked. Its likely that he wasnt fond of the roots of the suffix foss, which means vassal or, in Irish, servant. That wouldnt do for a political figure with grand ambitions to wealth and power. And Wilberforce it became.


As a boy, the young Wilberforce could see the river from his houses windows and watch the great sailing ships unloading American tobacco and Norwegian timber and Prussian iron before they were loaded with local exports and then sailed away, down the Hull, and down the Humber, and out to the oceans of the world. In his own lifetime, Hull would become an important whaling port, complete with the seasonal stench of rendered cetaceans. But most important to our story are not those cargoes that came in and out of Hulls harbor, but the one that didnt. Though Hull was the fourth-largest port in England, it was the only one that did not participate in the slave trade. It was this happy detail that would enable Wilberforce to remain in political office in years hence. Any member of Parliament from Bristol or Liverpool, whose economies depended on the slave trade, would not have been able to get away with leading the abolitionist movement for long.


Though the Wilberforce family had been merchants in this part of England for two centuries, it wasnt until the eighteenth century that their fortunes rose dramatically. The rise was due largely to Williams grandfather, also named William. (Though he had changed Wilberfoss to Wilberforce, he did not fuss with the name William, which means valiant protector.) Born in 1690, Wilberforces grandfather had found great success in the Baltic trade and had inherited considerable property from his mother, an heiress of the Davye family. It was this William Wilberforce, twice elected mayor of Hull and thenceforth known as Alderman Wilberforce, who was the patriarch of the family.


The Aldermans second son, Robert, married Williams mother, Elizabeth Bird, and joined the family business in Hull, taking over as managing partner in 1755. The Aldermans first son, William, had opted out of the family business by marrying Hannah Thornton and moving to London, where her father was director of the Bank of England and a member of Parliament. It was this couple who, following a series of unexpected events, would soon end up having more influence in the life of the young William than his own parents.




By all accounts, William Wilberforce was a glorious little child, a veritable cherub of twinkling luminosity. Upon his death in 1833, his middle sons, Samuel and Robert, began a five-volume biography of their father, which was published in 1838. An unusual thoughtfulness for others marked his youngest childhood, they tell us, and of course they would have had access throughout their lives to many who had known their father as a child. We have only one first-person recollection of him during this time, from a visiting guest sometime in the early 1760s: I shall never forget how he would steal into my sickroom, taking off his shoes lest he should disturb me, and with an anxious face looking through my curtains to learn if I was better. Indeed, according to all who remembered his earliest days, he was possessed of a temper eminently affectionate.


What we know of him in later years seems to corroborate this picture perfectly. Already as a little child he had a weak constitution and poor eyesight, as he would all his life. Wilberforce often said that in less modern days he wouldnt have stood a chance at survival. But despite his sickliness and myopia, he seems from the very beginning to have captivated all who knew him. Most of us have met children like that, whose piercing innocence and brightness are a refreshment for the adult soul. Little Wilberforce seems to have been one of thesethe sort of boy who could lead even the most jaded misanthropes to think that perhaps the supremely cracked-up race of bipeds of which they were a member was not entirely, not hopelessly, unredeemable.


In 1766, when William was seven, he was enrolled at the Hull Grammar School, which the poet Andrew Marvell had attended as a boy during the previous century. Wilberforce was said to have been tiny all of his life; he never grew taller than five-foot-three, and his boyish frame was so slight that, as an adult, during one of his many illnesses, he weighed seventy-six pounds. One can only imagine how tiny he was at the age of seven.


Now and again he would visit his grandfather, who had removed to the bucolic village of Ferribly, on the Humber, seven miles away. But, truth be told, men like Alderman Wilberforce never really seem to retire. Indeed, it was this grandfather who roughly pulled some strings to install one Joseph Milner as the Hull Grammar Schools new and very young headmaster, at the age of twenty-three, just in time for little Wilberforce to start there. This power play was executed over the objections of the other members of the corporation and town of Hull. But the crafty old Alderman was not about to let a mere seven miles distance mitigate his considerable and hard-won powers over the town hed run since two King Georges before. We cannot divine his reasons for wanting to install Milner in that post, but the Aldermans meddling in this affair would soon end up having some unintended and ironic results, as we shall see.


The new headmaster was the son of a humble weaver from Leeds. But Milner had left behind the simple homeliness of the familys wool looms to go up to Cambridge, where he distinguished himself in no uncertain terms by winning the Chancellors Medal. After Cambridge, Milner became curate and assistant schoolmaster at Thorparch in Yorkshire, where he caught the shrewd eye of the old Alderman.


Accompanying Joseph was his seventeen-year-old brother, Isaac, an unrefined and positively gargantuan figure who would serve as a temporary assistant, or usher, but whose accomplishments at Cambridge in a few years time would far outshine even his brothers. Indeed, this clumsy giant would eventually reveal himself to be the owner of one of the brightest minds on the surface of the planet. Three decades after his lowly stint as temporary usher at the Hull Grammar School, he would occupy the most famous academic chair in the world, the Lucasian Chair of Mathematics at Cambridge, among whose previous occupants had been Isaac Newton and whose future occupants would include Paul Dirac and Stephen Hawking, who occupies it at the time of this writing. At Cambridge, Isaac Milner would later become president of Queens College and vice chancellor of the university, and he would also be elected to the Royal Societyas an undergraduate.


Before he had been rescued to help his brother teach at Hull, Isaac had sat glumly at his fathers looms, a hulking and sulking figure reading Tacitus on the sly. But things were suddenly looking up. For one thing the Hull schoolroom didnt reek of wool, nor was reading Tacitus rewarded with imprecations and buffets about the head.


It now fell to this younger Milner to assist in the schooling of tiny children, one of the tiniest of whom was a remarkable little imp named William Wilberforce. Decades later, when Wilberforce had become famous throughout London society for his extraordinary voice, both as a singer and a speaker, Milner proudly recalled that even as a diminutive schoolboy, his elocution was so remarkable that we used to set him upon a table and make him read aloud as an example to the other boys.




William Wilberforce was the third of four children born to his parents, and their only son. When he was eight, his eldest sister, Elizabeth, died. She was fourteen and had been at a prestigious boarding school in London. Soon after her death, Wilberforces mother gave birth to another daughter, her fourth child. But a few months later her husband died suddenly, at the age of forty. A few months after that, Wilberforces mother fell ill with a serious fever, and so it was decided that WilberforceBilly as he was then calledshould go to live with his Uncle William and Aunt Hannah in Wimbledon.


We can only imagine what it was like for this brilliant and sensitive little boy to see his parents suffer the loss of their darling daughterand then to lose his own father. For his mother to then become so sick must have been devastating. It would certainly have been difficult to be sent away from her and all that he had ever known, and to live with an unknown aunt and uncle at their country villa in faraway Wimbledon.


But off to Wimbledon Wilberforce now went. His new guardians were extraordinarily wealthy. His Uncle Williams brother-in-law was John Thornton, one of the wealthiest men in all of England. In addition to their Wimbledon home, called Lauriston House, they had a magnificent home in London, in St. Jamess. Wilberforce was now ten, and they enrolled him at the Putney School, which, as Wilberforce remembered, was not terribly distinguished. Mr. Chalmers, the master, he recalled, himself a Scotsman, had an usher of the same nation, whose red beardfor he scarcely shaved once a monthI shall never forget. Even many years later the usually gracious-to-a-fault Wilberforce shuddered to describe Mr. Chalmerss assistant as a dirty disagreeable man. I can remember even now, he wrote, the nauseous food with which we were supplied, and which I could not eat without sickness. One wonders whether his lifelong stomach difficulties werent exacerbated or even instigated during these years. As for the quality of the education, he was no longer basking in the terra-watt brilliance of the Milner brothers. Wilberforce said that at Putney he was taught everything and nothing.


If Wilberforce disliked his new school, however, he quickly came to love his aunt and uncle, whom he visited on holidays. And they fell in love with the extraordinary boy who had been dropped into their lives. They had no children, Wilberforce wrote, and I was to be their heir. I loved [them] as if they had been my parents. Without question the greatest influence they had on him was spiritual.


The society to which they exposed him was a far cry from what he had known in Hull. Hull was a gay, prattling world of card parties and theatersecond only to London for its worldly amusementsbut in terms of anything deeper, in terms of real soul food, the larder was, as it were, bare. Wilberforces mother and father, like the rest of their wealthy and fashionable friends, did not encourage introspection or deep thinking on the meaning of life. That was not the sort of thing one trilled about at card parties. Ones spirituality was confined to ones rented wooden pew. One attended ones church, and one stood and one kneeled and one sat at the proper times and did what was required of one, but to scratch beneath this highly lacquered surface was to venture well beyond the pale in that society and invite stares and whispers and certain banishment. Wilberforce was from the beginning as serious as he was charming and fun-loving, and his sensitive and intellectual nature was now, at Wimbledon, for the first time fed something far more satisfying than the nicetiesthe thin gruel and weak teaof High Church Anglicanism.


Thats because Wilberforces aunt and uncle, quite unbeknownst to his mother and grandfather, were at the epicenter of a spiritual renaissance in England at that time. They were close friends with one of the greatest figures of the eighteenth century, George Whitefieldthe principal human force behind the social earthquake known as the Great Awakening, which transformed not only England but the thirteen colonies across the Atlantic. They were also very close with John Newton, another larger-than-life figure whom most of the world knows today as the former slave-ship captain who wrote the hymn Amazing Grace. It was he who would have given little Wilberforce his first knowledge of slavery. These two connections and many more can be traced to Wilberforces aunts half-brother, John Thornton, who, besides being extremely rich, was at that time, according to the secretary of the Treasury, in great credit and esteem, and of as much weight in the City as any one man I know. Thornton had been converted to a serious faith through the itinerant preaching of Whitefield around 1754. Since then, he had become known less for his wealth than for his generosity, funding many efforts to help the poor and suffering.


It is worth dilating for a moment on George Whitefield and the state of the Christian faith in England in the middle of the eighteenth century. Since the time of the Puritans and the religious wars of the previous century, England had decidedly turned its back on any expressions of what we might call serious Christian belief. Having led to so much division and violence, religion was now in full-scale retreat. The churches of mid-eighteenth-century England all but abandoned orthodox, historical Christianity and now preached a tepid kind of moralism that seemed to present civility and the preservation of the status quo as the summum bonnum. And so, understandably, people looked less and less to the churches for the ultimate answers to their questions, and a fog of hopeless and brutal superstitious spiritualism crept over the land. The poor, as is ever the case, would suffer the most from these changes in Britains religious atmosphere.


But three young men arrived at Oxford University in the 1730s who soon changed things rather dramatically. John Wesley and his brother Charles were two of the three. They formed a small group called the Holy Club whose members prayed fervently and conspicuously. They were soon mocked as Methodists because other students thought they were too methodical about how they spent their time. George Whitefield, the third of the trio, soon came to Oxford and joined them.


After a few years, something surprising occurred. All of the trios fussy doctrines and white-knuckled efforts to be holy and moral melted away when Whitefield came to a realization that would have far-reaching effects. He saw that the Bible didnt teach that we must work harder at becoming perfect and holy, but that we must instead throw ourselves on Gods mercy. Moral perfection wasnt the answer: Jesus was the answer. Jesus had been morally perfect and we werent supposed to save ourselveswe were supposed to ask him to save us.


No less than discovering electricity or splitting the atom, this theological about-face was the beginning of a revolution. When Whitefield began to preach this new revelation, people came running to hear it. No one had heard anything like it, and soon thousands were coming from near and far to hear him. He was just twenty-two at the time. Shocking the starched theological establishment of his day, Whitefield even began preaching in open fields so that more people could hear him, and crowds approaching thirty thousand people would gather.


The phenomenon that was George Whitefield is scarcely conceivable to modern minds. Lives by the thousands were changed all across England. Bitter miners wept and sang, and nasty fishwives leapt for joy. No one had ever told these poor people what this man with the voice like a trumpet was telling them, but it was as if they were hearing something they had always known was true but had forgotten. Their previous experience with religion was nothing like this. They had exchanged cod liver oil for sunshine and would never be the same. Whitefield touched down across England like a tornado, and what was left in his wake was unrecognizable from what had been there before. After he had thoroughly scrambled the English countryside and given hope and joy and meaning to the miserable poor who came to hear him, he hopped on board a ship like a fugitive and took his egregious troublemaking to the American colonies. And then returned to England. In his lifetime Whitefield would cross the Atlantic thirteen times.


As one might imagine, Whitefield was despised by the Church of England. But the press and those opposed to religion hated him too. He didnt mince words on the subjects of sin and hell, and he was increasingly impossible to avoid as his fame grew and grew. Whitefield was forever on the march, like some one-man salvation army. He carried a collapsible pulpit with him and sent handbills and posters ahead to the towns where he would preach; in his lifetime, he preached eighteen thousand sermons, none dull. As one would expect, Whitefield was viciously mocked for every aspect of his ministry and person, including the grave sin of being noticeably cross-eyed. For this pronounced ocular abnormality, he was tagged with the unflattering moniker Dr. Squintum. But some admirers, seeking to put a positive spin on things, said that even his eyes make the sign of the cross upon which Jesus died. Touch.


In the American colonies, Whitefield preached in fields from Maine to Georgia and routinely addressed crowds of thirty thousand there too. That he accomplished this without microphones almost seems to throw natural selection into doubt, arguing for the decline in vocal projection and/or hearing in the last two and a half centuries. Either that or the crowd numbers were exaggerated, as Benjamin Franklin, good Yankee skeptic that he was, initially suspected might be the case. When Whitefield came to Philadelphia in 1739, Franklinever the empiricistresolved to walk around the circumference of the crowd and measure its size for himself. After completing the vast circuit, Franklin estimated that there were indeed at least twenty thousand there, and he said that he had never been out of the range of Whitefields voice. Franklin eventually became a fan and friend of Whitefields, and later became his publisher, though never quite a convert.


There was a great fear among those in power, especially ecclesiastical power, that men like Whitefieldand John and Charles Wesleywere threatening the social order. The lower classes were being encouraged to think for themselves, to resist the more orderly religion found in most of the Church of England congregations. Blacks and women were finding a place in this new, vibrant form of Christianity, and it was all very troubling. Social ferment and movements like the Great Awakening inevitably seem to echo Euripides The Bacchae: wild Dionysian forces threaten to tear society apart, and are fought by the repressive forces of Apollinian order.




George Whitefield departed England for his final trip to America in 1769, about the time Wilberforce went to live with his Aunt Hannah and Uncle William, and so even though they were close friends with Whitefield, its unlikely that he and Wilberforce met. Wilberforce would have certainly mentioned such a meeting to his sons, who give us no record of it.


But Wilberforce did come to know another giant figure in English evangelicalism at the time. John Newton, the old African blasphemer, as he called himself, and the man who surely introduced the young Wilberforce to the evils of the slave trade, was at that time the parson of a church in Olney. He came to London regularly and often visited the Wilberforces for what was called parlor preaching. The Wilberforces also visited Newton and his wife in Olney many times while their nephew was with them. Newton became very close to the Wilberforces, and during the time William lived with them the little boy and the former sea captain formed a strong bond. Wilberforce said that he revered Newton as a parent when I was a child. The weak-eyed, sickly, extremely nimble-minded boy must have been utterly captivated by the former slaver who at age elevenWilliams age when they methad gone off to sea for a picaresque adventure unimaginable to the wealthy and pampered merchants son. The huge, fat, rough figure must have been quite a contrast to the little boy, whom the childless Newton was said to think of as a kind of son.


The great poet William Cowper also lived in Olney during that time. Newton spent much time caring for Cowper, who acted as an unofficial curate at Olney, helping Newton in much of his pastoral work, but Cowper also suffered terribly from depression. Newton suggested that as a way of dealing with it Cowper might write hymns each week for the Sunday service. Cowper took Newtons advice, and many of the hymns he wrote are the most beautiful in our language. Between them, Newton and Cowper wrote some 370 hymns that were eventually collected into the Olney Hymnbook; many continue to be frequently sung today.




When Wilberforces mother and grandfather sent him to live with his aunt and uncle, they hadnt the slightest idea that they were sending the boy into a glowing hotbed of Methodism. And the idea that he would be parleying with a rough former sea captain on the horrors of slavery! It would have been no less horrifying to discover that the boy had ended up in the South Seas living with tattooed Maoris and dining upon human flesh. Evangelicals, as the movement came to be called, were hated by the cultural and social elites of mid-eighteenth-century England. The term of derision then was Methodists, or enthusiasts, and to give them any quarter, much less sympathize with them, was shocking.


In Hull and in Londons most fashionable circles, the Methodists were criticized for their unctuous piety; for their moon-faced overearnestness in all matters, as though appreciating irony were a grave sin; for their grotesque displays of ecstatic emotionalism (some at Whitefields gatherings were said to bark and howl); for their lack of sophistication; and for their general disdain for the regnant social order and the myriad proprieties that attended its upkeep. So the idea that Alderman Wilberforce had delivered his namesake into the hands of these savagesthat they were disguised as his own eldest son and the daughter of a member of Parliament and director of the Bank of England was of no matterwould have made him wonder whether the blue sky had cracked and was falling in pieces to earth.


Its hardly a wonder that surrounded as he was by such love, and by such inspiring figures, this bright, sensitive boy soon fell into their way of thinking. I often accompanied [them] to church and to chapel, he wrote. Under these influences my mind wasmuch interested and impressed by the subject of religion.


We dont know how long it took before Wilberforces mother and grandfather caught wind of the situation. But at some point they were forced to the unpleasant realization that their best-laid plans for little William had gone agleyand rather badly agley at that. His letters and his behavior when he came home to visit surely had raised his mothers suspicions that he might have imbibed some of the fatal waters of Methodismas, of course, he had. Alderman Wilberforces opinion of the situation was to the point. If Billy turns methodist, he barked, he shall not have a sixpence of mine.


Years later Wilberforce would tell his son Robert: It is impossible for you to have any idea of the hatred in which the methodists were then held. I cannot better explain it to you than by saying that it is more like the account given in Ivanhoe of the persecutions against the Jews, than anything else I know.


Her suspicions raised, Elizabeth Wilberforces course was clear. She traveled from Hull to London to rescue her son. For Wilberforce, it was a deeply painful turn of events. He was utterly heartbroken at having to leave his beloved aunt and uncle, not to mention the entire world of fascinating and loving figures. He had been with them for two years.


Hannah Wilberforce and her husband were crushed. When Elizabeth arrived to rescue her son, Hannah remonstrated and tried to convince her sister-in-law of the opportunities available to him by remaining in their circle, describing the advantages of a religious life. But Elizabeth had seen all the religious life she wanted. And of course Hannah was concerned for her nephews soul. You should not fear, Elizabeth replied cynically. If it be a work of grace, you know it cannot fail.


Being removed from my uncle and aunt affected me most seriously, Wilberforce later wrote. It almost broke my heart, I was so much attached to them. In a letter to them shortly after his departure, he wrote: I can never forget you as long as I live.


Upon returning to Hull, the twelve-year-old was not sent back to his old grammar school. In the two years since Wilberforce had been away, Joseph Milner, the beloved headmaster whom Alderman Wilberforce had installed over the objections of much of the rest of the town, had turned Methodist too! As if Milners conversion wasnt enough, he had also become a real force for Methodism in Hull, eventually preaching Methodist sermons in the Hull church and finding a following there too. Milner would publish many essays and sermons and eventually became famous for the multivolume History of the Church of Christ. He lived to complete the first three volumes; two more were added by his brother Isaac, the jumbo savant, who also reedited the previous volumes in 1810.


And so Wilberforce was sent off to Pocklington, his grandfathers school, thirteen miles away. He would remain there five years.


Although Wilberforces return home was a brutal blow, he was determined to cling to his faith. But so was his mother determined to swamp it by any means necessary, and she and Alderman Wilberforce had much at their disposal to undertake the siege, not least time. So terrified was his mother of stoking whatever embers of Methodism remained in Wilberforce that she forbade him even to go to the anti-Methodist and boring church that she attended. In a letter to his Aunt Hannah, Wilberforce wrote that one of his greatest misfortunes during that time was not being able to hear the blessed word of God, as my mama would not let me go to high church on a Sunday afternoon, but the Lord was everyday granting me some petition, and I trust I can say that I increased in the knowledge of God and Christ Jesus whom he sent, whom to know is life eternal.


For something like three years he put up an impressive fight, desperately trying to maintain his faith amidst the din of social distraction. Wilberforce later recalled that Hull was




as gay a place as could be found out of London. The theatre, balls, great suppers, and card-parties were the delight of the principal families in the town. The usual dinner hour was two oclock, and at six they met for sumptuous suppers. This mode of life was at first distressing to me, but by degrees I acquired a relish for it. As grandson of one of the principal inhabitants, I was everywhere invited and caressed: my voice and love of music made me still more acceptable. The religious impressions which I gained at Wimbledon continued for a considerable time, but my friends spared no pains to stifle them. I might almost say that no pious parent ever laboured more to impress a beloved child with sentiments of piety than they did to give me a taste of the world and its diversions.




These were deeply unhappy years for him, but he bravely fought on, writing secret letters to his aunt and uncle and others. The rift between Alderman Wilberforce and his Methodist eldest son must have been bitter. In September 1772, having just turned thirteen, William takes the opportunity of writing by a maid who goes away tomorrow: thinking it the better way than sending to my uncle, since grandpa might perhaps see the letter.


Wilberforce says that when he was first taken to a play, it was almost by force. It seems severe and ridiculous to us that what he had imbibed of religion would make him think the theater sinful, but we have to appreciate the circumstances and shibboleths of that era. Sir John Hawkins, who was the literary executor to Samuel Johnson, once said: No sooner is a playhouse opened in any part of the Kingdom than it at once becomes surrounded by a halo of brothels. Prostitutes would sell their wares immediately outside theaters, and sometimesresponding to the Roaming and Invisible Hand of the Marketinside too. The modern concept of the theater as a place of deep seriousness and importance where giants like Ibsen and Strindberg fleshed out their progressive intellectual ideas was far in the future. The theater in Wilberforces day was a place of decidedly impious diversion, not to say vulgarity.


Wilberforce now spent a great deal of time with the family of Joseph and Marianne Sykes. He grew to be like a brother to them, spent many vacations with them, and was under Mr. Sykess guardianship for a time during these years. The Sykeses were held in great esteem by the wealthiest families of Hull. From Elizabeth Wilberforces point of view, they were as far from world-hating Methodists as she could have hoped. William became quite close to Marianne, one of their daughters who would later marry his cousin and closest friend, Henry Thornton. The Sykes children wanted their old, fun-loving friend back, and they played a large part in returning him, slowly and against his will, to the world he had previously inhabited.


Years later Wilberforces son Robert wrote that, when his father was an adolescent in Hull, his talents for general society with his rare skill in singing rendered him everywhere an acceptable guest, and his time was wasted in a round of visits to the neighbouring gentry. Already, however, he gave proofs of an active mind, and one remarkable anticipation of his future course is yet remembered. Robert Wilberforce was referring to an account by the Reverend T. T. Walmsleywho had been at Pocklington with Wilberforce in those daysin which he claimed that when not more than fourteen, Wilberforce held the slave trade in abomination and wrote an essay against it. That is the first evidence we have of his taking any interest in the subject.


At Pocklington, under the elegantly bland direction of the Reverend Baskett, Wilberforce grew slowly out of his Methodist straitjacket and blossomed into the full half-measure of worldly maturity. His genius allowed him to distinguish himself as a scholar superior to all of the other boys there, though his work habits were not disciplined. Wilberforce recalls: I was naturally a high spirited boy and fiery. This pushed me forward and made me talk a great deal and made me very vain. This idle way of living at home, of course, did not dispose me for exertion when I returned to school.


By 1775 he seems to have become much the kind of sixteen-year-old his mother and grandfather had always hoped he would be. Vain and full of fun, he had lost the seriousness that so rattled them a few years earlier. Whats more, his manners and social graces had been buffed to a high sheen, and his premature gravitas had been nicely leavened with levitas, if not entirely expunged. And thus very properly outfitted to gambol and cut capersif not quite play the foolWilliam Wilberforce went up to Cambridge in October 1776.
























CHAPTER 2


INTO THE WIDE WORLD






There was no one at all like him
 for powers of entertainment.








Wilberforce was barely seventeen when he entered St. Johns College at Cambridge in 1776, but it was not unusual in that era to begin college at that age or younger. William Pitt, who would in a few years become Wilberforces closest friend, was the same age as Wilberforce but had already been at Cambridge three years when Wilberforce arrived, having entered at the age of fourteen. Andrew Marvell, who had preceded Wilberforce at Hull Grammar School a century before, began his Cambridge studies at twelve. Still, Cambridge represented rather a great leap for Wilberforce. It was one thing to be familiar with the worldly society of Hull and Pocklington, and another to arrive at an environment of such aggressive debauchery as to make Hull seem puritanical in comparison.


I was introduced, on the very first night of my arrival, Wilberforce says with almost comic timing, to as licentious a set of men as can well be conceived. They drank hard, and their conversation was even worse than their lives. I lived amongst them for some time, though I never relished their society,often I was horror-struck at their conduct,and after the first year I shook off in great measure my connection with them. In another place he describes them as two of the most gambling, vicious characters in all of England. For the pleasure of being introduced to these scoundrels he had his own tutor to thank, one William Arnault, the person who was supposed to guide Wilberforces studies. It was a case of the blind leading the blind, only worse, for Arnault seems to have been practically headless. He actively discouraged Wilberforce from studying. To someone with Wilberforces penchant for distraction and entertainment, this was as close to a fatal injury as anyone might have done to him at that extremely formative time. For the rest of his life he struggled terribly with self-discipline and always attributed this weakness to his wasted and feckless years at Pocklington and Cambridge, where slacking off was encouraged and his superior mind always enabled him to do just what needed to be done, and done brilliantly, at the eleventh hour. But whatever faults can be laid at the feet of poor Arnault, he surely had his own difficulties: he would go insane some six years later.


Wilberforces time at Cambridge over two hundred years ago sounds extraordinarily like the experience of many college students today. He seems to have studied only when he had to, which, owing to his extraordinary mind, was very little. He spent most of his time entertaining himself and others and picking up a smattering of learninggetting what was really a cultural education that would put him in good stead in the society to which he would soon graduate.


Thomas Gisbornes rooms were right next to Wilberforces during these years, and as much as Wilberforce didnt study, Gisborne did. There was always a great
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