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Dramatis Personae



Henry Washington, escaped slave of George Washinton, freed by British, later settler in Nova Scotia and Sierra Leone

Granville Sharp, leading British abolitionist and instigator of first black settlement in Sierra Leone

William Sharp, brother of Granville, surgeon to King George III and to London poor

William Murray, Lord Chief Justice Mansfield, responsible for seminal rulings on legal status of slaves in Great Britain

Jonathan Strong, Thomas Lewis, James Somerset: escaped slaves in London, victims of abduction and subjects of court cases brought by Granville Sharp

Henry Laurens, South Carolina Patriot, merchant, delegate to and president of the Continental Congress

John Laurens (son of Henry), aide-de-camp to George Washington, abolitionist officer in Continental army

Anthony Benezet, Quaker American in Philadelphia, correspondent with Granville Sharp

Thomas Jeremiah, free African-American in Charleston, hanged for alleged conspiracy to raise slave insurrection

John Murray, Lord Dunmore, last British governor of Virginia, responsible for 1775 proclamation offering freedom to slaves of Patriots in return for military service with the Royal Army

Lord William Campbell, last British governor of South Carolina

Thomas Peters, sergeant in the British Black Pioneers, settler in Nova Scotia and Sierra Leone

Moses Wilkinson, blind Methodist preacher in Birchtown, Nova Scotia

Mary Perth, escaped slave from Virginia, freed by British, settler in Sierra Leone

John Kizell, son of Sherbro chief, escaped slave, loyalist soldier in American volunteers, North Carolina, settler in Sierra Leone

James Moncrief, British officer in siege of Savannah commanding black loyalist soliders and sappers

General Sir Henry Clinton, British commander-in-chief in America, patron and protector of British Black Pioneers

David George, African-American Baptist minister, escaped slave, free settler with his wife Phyllis, in Novia Scotia and Sierra Leone

General Lord Charles Cornwallis, British military commander in America

Boston King, and his wife Violet, escaped slaves, loyalist settlers in Nova Scotia and Sierra Leone

Colonel Tye, former slave in Monmouth County New Jersy, loyalist partisan leader

Stephen Blucke, free African-American, settler in Nova Scotia

Murphy Steele, sergeant in the Black Pioneers, friend of Thomas Peters

Olaudah Equiano aka Gustavus Vassa, London abolitionist, author of The Interesting Narrative of Olaudah Equiano the African (1789)

Sir Charles Middleton, MP, abolitionist and Comptroller of the Royal Navy

James Ramsay, British naval surgeon turned clergyman and abolitionist

Thomas Clarkson, leading British abolitionist

Sir Guy Carleton, last commander-in-chief of British force in America, later Governor of Canada

Brigadier Samuel Birch, commandant of British garrison in New York, signatory of passport, certificate confirming freedom of black loyalists

Benjamin Whitecuffe, Long Island black farmer, loyalist spy for the British

William Wilberforce, member of Parliament for Hull and parliamentary leader of campaign to abolish the slave trade

Jonas Hanway, British reformer and philanthropist

Henry Smeathman, British scientist and eccentric, original proposer of Sierra Leone as site for black settlement

Thomas Boulden Thompson, commander of fleet carrying first settlers to Sierra Leone

Alexander Falconbridge, former slave-ship surgeon, agent in Africa for St George’s Bay (later the Sierra Leone) Company

Anna Maria Falconbridge, Alexander’s wife, author of A Narrative of Two Voyages to the River Sierra Leone in the years 1791–3

King Tom, Temne chief in Sierra Leone

The Naimbana, paramount chief in Robana, Sierra Leone

King Jimmy, Temne chief in Sierra Leone, destroyer of Granville Town Sir John Parr, governor of Nova Scotia

Lieutenant John Clarkson, British naval officer, subsequently abolitionist and governor of second black settlement in Sierra Leone

Michael Wallace, entrepenuer, landowner and council member in Halifax, Nova Scotia

Benjamin Marston, Harvard-educated ex-merchant, surveyor in Shelburne, Nova Scotia

Henry Thornton, evangelical banker and abolitionist, first chairman of the Sierra Leone Company

Lawrence Hartshorne, Quaker merchant, Clarkson’s friend in Nova Scotia

Dr. Charles Taylor, surgeon appointed by the Sierra Leone Company to accompany the black fleet to Africa

Cato Perkins, black Methodist preacher, settler in Nova Scotia and Sierra Leone

Stephen Skinner, New Jersey loyalist and Shelburne settler

Captain Jonathan Coffin, master of the Lucretia, John Clarkson’s flagship

Isaac Dubois, American loyalist, Carolinan cotton planter, settler in Sierra Leone, friend of Clarkson

Isaac Anderson, free black carpenter from Charleston, settler in Sierra Leone, militant campaigner for black rights

Nathaniel Wansey, leader, with Isaac Anderson, of revolt against goverment of Sierra Leone

William Dawes, acting governor of Sierra Leone after John Clarkson

Zachary Macaulay, governor of Sierra Leone, father of the historian Thomas Babington Macaulay

Thomas Ludlam, fourth governor of Sierra Leone

Paul Cuffe, free black, landowner, trader with Sierra Leone, Quaker and abolitionist

Frederick Douglass, escaped slave-turned-abolitionist orator

The Hutchinson Family singers: Jesse, Abby, Judson and Asa, white religious and folk singers, abolitionist fellow passengers with Douglass on SS Cambria

Captain Charles Judkins, ex-slaver turned abolitionist, master of Cunarder SS Cambria
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TEN YEARS after the surrender of George III’s army to General Washington at Yorktown, British Freedom was hanging on in North America. Along with a few hundred other souls—Scipio Yearman, Phoebe Barrett, Jeremiah Piggie and Smart Feller among them—he was scratching a living from the stingy soil around Preston, a few miles northeast of Halifax, Nova Scotia.1

Like most of the Preston people, British Freedom was black and had come from a warmer place. Now he was a hardscrabbler stuck in a wind-whipped corner of the world between the blue spruce forest and the sea. But he was luckier than most. British Freedom had title to forty acres, and another one and a half of what the lawyers’ clerks in Halifax were pleased to call a “town lot.”2 It didn’t look like much of a town, though, just a dirt clearing with rough cabins at the centre and a few chickens strutting around and maybe a mud-caked hog or two. Some of the people who had managed to get a team of oxen to clear the land of bald grey rocks grew patches of beans and corn and cabbages, which they carted to market in Halifax along with building lumber. But even those who prospered—by Preston standards—took themselves off every so often into the wilderness to shoot some birch partridge, or tried their luck on the saltwater ponds south of the village.3

What were they doing there? Not just surviving. British Freedom and the rest of the villagers were clinging to more than a scrap of Nova Scotia; they were clinging to a promise. Some of them even had that promise printed and signed by officers of the British army on behalf of the king himself, that the bearer so-and-so was at liberty to go wherever he or she pleased and take up whatever occupation he or she chose. That meant something for people who had been slaves. And the king’s word was surely a bond. In return for their loyal service in the late American war, the Black Pioneers and the rest of them were to be granted two gifts of unimaginably precious worth: their freedom and their acres. It was, they told themselves, no more than their due. They had done perilous, dirty, exhausting work. They had been spies amidst the Americans; guides through the Georgia swamps; pilots taking ships over treacherous sandbars; sappers on the ramparts of Charleston as French cannonballs took off the limbs of the men beside them. They had dug trenches; buried bodies blistered with the pox; powdered the officers’ wigs; and, marching smartly, drummed the regiments in and out of disaster. The women had cooked and laundered and nursed the sick; dabbed at the holes on soldiers’ bodies; and tried to keep their children from harm. Some of them had fought. There had been black dragoons in South Carolina; waterborne gangs of black partisans for the king on the Hudson River; bands of black guerrillas who would descend on Patriot farms in New Jersey and take whatever they could, even (if the Lord was smiling on their venture) white American prisoners.

So they were owed. They had been given their liberty, and some of them even got land. But the soil was thin and strewn with boulders, and the blacks had no way, most of them, to clear and work it unless they hired themselves or their families out to the white loyalists. That meant more cooking and laundering; more waiting on table and shaving pink chins; more hammering rocks for roads and bridges. And still they were in debt, so grievously that some complained their liberty was no true liberty at all but just another kind of slavery in all but name.

But names counted. British Freedom’s name said something important: that he was no longer negotiable property. For all its bleak hardships, Preston was not a Georgia plantation. Other Prestonians—Decimus Murphy, Caesar Smith—had evidently kept their slave names as they had made the passage to liberty. But British Freedom must have been born, or bought, as someone else. He may have shaken off that name, like his leg irons, on one of the eighty-one sailings out of New York in 1783, which had taken thirty thousand loyalists, black and white, to Nova Scotia, for no one called British Freedom is listed in the “Book of Negroes,” which recorded those who, as free men and women, were at liberty to go where they wished. There were certainly others who changed their names to reflect their new status: James Lagree, for instance, the former property of Thomas Lagree of Charleston, became, in Nova Scotia, Liberty Lagree. It is also possible that British Freedom could have found his way to Nova Scotia in one of the earlier loyalist evacuations—from Boston in 1776 or from Charleston in 1782. In the frightening months between the end of the war and the departure of the British fleets, as American planters were attempting to locate the whereabouts of escaped slaves, many of them changed their names to avoid identification. British Freedom may just have gone one step further in giving himself an alias that was also a patriotic boast. Whichever route he had taken, and whatever the trials he was presently enduring, British Freedom’s choice of name proclaims something startling: a belief that it was the British monarchy rather than the new American republic that was more likely to deliver Africans from slavery. Although Thomas Jefferson, in the Declaration of Independence, had blamed “the Christian King” George III for the institution of slavery in America, blacks like British Freedom did not see the king that way at all. On the contrary, he was their enemy’s enemy and thus their friend, emancipator and guardian.

Looking to the King of England as a benefactor had a long tradition. When plans for a slave uprising in Raritan County, New Jersey, were discovered in 1730, one of the black informers told a Dr Reynolds that the cause was “the pack of villains” who had defied “a positive order from King George, sent to the G-[overnor] of New York to set them free.”4 A generation later, blacks conspicuously excluded from the blessings of American liberty derided “what they call Free in this Cuntry [sic]” in the words of Towers Bell, a “true Brittam” as he signed himself. Bell wrote to the British military authorities at the end of the war that he had been taken from Britain against his will to Baltimore, and “sold for Four Years as a Slave which I suffered with the Greatest Barbarity in this Rebellious Cuntry.” Now, with the hostilities over, he wanted nothing better than to return “home to Old England.”5

Tens of thousands of African-Americans clung to the sentimental notion of a British freedom even when they knew that the English were far from being saints in respect to slavery. Until 1800, when its courts decisively ruled the institution illegal, there were slaves, as well as free blacks, in Nova Scotia, and there were hundreds of thousands more in the British Caribbean. Nonetheless, in 1829 one of the first militant African-American emancipationists, David Walker, wrote from Boston in his Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World that the “English” were “the best friends the coloured people have upon earth. Though they have oppressed us a little and have colonies now in the West Indies which oppress us sorely—Yet notwithstanding they [the English] have done one hundred times more for the melioration of our condition, than all the other nations of the earth put together.” White Americans, on the other hand, with their posturing religiosity and their hollow cant of freedom, he consigned to the lowest reaches of hypocritical infamy.6 Parliamentary abolition of slavery in 1834 did nothing to change this generous assessment of British benevolence towards Africans, nor the Royal Navy’s pursuit of slavers (some of them American) on the West African coast. In 1845–47, touring Britain as he lectured on the iniquity of American slavery, the black orator Frederick Douglass echoed Walker’s fulsome view of the “English” as the emancipators. In 1852 he would ask in an Independence Day oration, “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” and would answer that “your high independence only reveals the immeasurable distance between us…you may rejoice, I must mourn.”7

Whether the British deserved this reputation as the most racially broadminded among nations and empires is, to say the least, debatable. During the American Civil War of 1861–65, both policy and people leaned if anything towards the slaveowning Confederacy rather than the Union, not least because it would check the threatening expansiveness of the American republic. But during the Revolutionary War there is no question that tens of thousands of Africans, enslaved in the American South, did look to Britain as their deliverer, to the point where they were ready to risk life and limb to reach the lines of the royal army. To give this astounding fact its due means being obliged to tell the story of Anglo-American conflict, both during the revolution and after, in a freshly complicated way.

To be sure, there were also many blacks who gave the Patriots the benefit of the doubt when they listened and read of their war as a war for liberty. If there was a British Freedom, there was also a Dick Freedom—and a Jeffery Liberty—fighting in a Connecticut regiment on the American side.8 Blacks fought and died for the American cause at Concord, Bunker Hill, Rhode Island and finally at Yorktown (where they were put in the front line—whether as a tribute to their courage or as expendable sacrifices is not clear). At the battle of Monmouth in New Jersey black troops on both sides fought each other. But until the British aggressively recruited slaves in 1775 and 1776, state assemblies, even in the North, as well as the multi-state Continental Congress, flinched from their enlistment. New Hampshire was typical in excluding lunatics, idiots and negroes from its militia. By the autumn of 1775 blacks who had already served in the Patriot militia were ordered to be discharged. George Washington, despite the voiced hostility of fellow officers and civilian delegates to his camp at Cambridge, was reluctant to let black volunteers go, so he put the question to Congress. There, the horror expressed by Southern representatives such as Edward Rutledge at the idea of arming slaves predictably overcame the lukewarm gratitude for black service. Even armed free negroes were a worry. Could they be trusted not to spread the seeds of insurrection among the unfree? In February 1776 Congress instructed Washington that, whilst free negroes might be retained, no more should be enlisted. Slaves, of course, were altogether excluded from the Continental army set up by Congress.9

By contrast, the proclamation of John Murray, Lord Dunmore, the last colonial governor of Virginia, from HMS William on the 7th of November 1775 unequivocally promised outright liberty to all slaves escaping from rebel plantations, reaching British lines and serving in some capacity with the army. The promise was made from military rather than humanitarian motives, and for every British Freedom who lived to see it kept, there were many more who would be unconscionably betrayed. Yet from opportunist tactics, some good might still arise. Dunmore’s words, sanctioned by the British government and reiterated by Generals Howe and Clinton (who extended the definition of those entitled to liberty to black women and children), took wing in the world of the slaves, and they themselves took off, in their tens of thousands, shortly after. Seeing the Revolutionary War through the eyes of enslaved blacks turns its meaning upside down. In Georgia, the Carolinas and much of Virginia the vaunted war for liberty was, from the spring of 1775 to the late summer of 1776, a war for the perpetuation of servitude. The contortions of logic were so perverse, yet so habitual, that George Washington could describe Dunmore as “that arch traitor to the rights of humanity” for promising to free slaves and indentured servants, whilst those who kept them in bondage were heroes of liberty.

For blacks, the news that the British Were Coming was a reason for hope, celebration and action. Henry Melchior Muhlenberg, a Pennsylvania Lutheran pastor, knew what he was talking about when he wrote that the black population “secretly wished the British army might win for then all Negro slaves will gain their freedom. It is said that this sentiment is universal among all the Negroes in America.”10 And every so often truth broke through the armour of Patriot casuistry. In December 1775, Lund Washington wrote to his cousin George of both blacks and indentured servants, who were departing from the Washington properties at speed, that “there is not a man of them but would leave us if they believ’d they could make there [sic] escape…Liberty is sweet.”11

The Founding Fathers were themselves candid about the extent of the disappearance of their slaves, not least because so many of them experienced serious personal losses. During the few weeks in the spring of 1781, when Lord Cornwallis’s troops were not far from his home, Monticello, Thomas Jefferson, who had seen his own attempt to incorporate a paragraph attacking slavery in the Declaration of Independence stricken out by Congress, lost thirty of his own. He believed—and the judgement of most modern historians, such as Benjamin Quarles, Gary Nash, Sylvia Frey, Ellen Gibson Wilson and James Walker concurs—that at least thirty thousand had escaped from Virginia plantations in attempts to reach the British lines.12 The same went for the rest of the South. As early as 1858 the historian David Ramsey estimated that two-thirds of the slaves in South Carolina had run away; many, though certainly not all, defecting to the British. In all, between eighty thousand and one hundred thousand slaves left the plantations during the war.13 The more sententious the noises coming from the Patriot leaders about American enslavement to the odious Hanoverian tyrant, the more their own slaves voted with their feet. Ralph Henry, for example, evidently took his master Patrick Henry’s theatrical announcement of “Give me Liberty or give me death” very much to heart, but not quite in the way its author intended, since he ran away at the earliest opportunity to the British lines.14 (Ironically, that same slogan would be invoked as a rallying cry by black abolitionists in the nineteenth century and black liberators such as Malcom X in the twentieth!) Others among the signatories of the document which asserted that “all men are born free and equal” and who lost slaves were James Madison and Benjamin Harrison (father of the ninth president, William Henry Harrison), who lost twenty, including Anna and Pompey Cheese, who were destined to make it all the way to New York, Nova Scotia and Sierra Leone. The South Carolinan signatory Arthur Middleton lost fifty; Governor John Rutledge’s Pompey and Flora went over to the British; and Edward Rutledge, the youngest signer of the Declaration and the ardent opponent of black enrolment in the American army, also lost slaves. General Francis Marion, the “swamp fox” of South Carolina, whose slaves are depicted in Mel Gibson’s movie fantasy The Patriot as eager to follow their master into the fight for freedom, had at least one, Abraham Marrian, who defected to the British. He may have been among the small company of mounted Black Dragoons mobilized in the summer of 1782 who fought (more plausibly) against Marion, not alongside him, at Wadboo Plantation, South Carolina.15 And, not least, while George Washington was encamped in early 1776 on Cambridge Common, wrestling with arguments, pro and con, about the desirability of recruiting blacks, his own slave, Henry Washington, born in West Africa, was finding his way to the king’s lines. In exile with other black loyalists in Birchtown, Nova Scotia, Washington would describe himself, movingly, as a “farmer,” but it was the Union Jack that protected his forty acres and his freedom.16

The story of this mass flight, aptly characterized by Gary Nash as the Revolutionary War’s “dirty little secret,” is shocking in the best sense, in that it forces an honest and overdue rethinking of the war as involving, at its core, a third party.17 This third party of African-Americans, moreover, accounted for 20 percent of the entire population of 2.5 million colonists, rising in Virginia to as much as 40 percent. When it came to the blacks caught up in their struggle, neither side, British nor American, behaved very well. But in the end, as British Freedom and multitudes like him appreciated (even when they happened to be free blacks already), it was the royal, rather than the republican, road that seemed to offer a surer chance of liberty. Although the history that unfolded from the entanglement between black desperation and British paternalism would often prove to be bitterly tragic, it was, nonetheless, a formative moment in the history of African-American freedom. In Sergeant Thomas Peters, it produced the first identifiable African-American political leader.18

Born an Egbe prince, Peters was enslaved by the French, taken to Louisiana, flogged and branded for repeated attempts at flight, then sold to a plantation owner in Wilmington, North Carolina, from where he escaped to the British. Sworn into the Pioneers by Captain George Martin, he was twice wounded in combat and promoted to sergeant. Subsequently he settled, first on the north shore of Nova Scotia and then in New Brunswick, becoming a petitioner to the Crown in London on behalf of his fellow blacks. Peters was an authentic captain of his people: tenacious, brave and, though illiterate, evidently articulate, from the indirect evidence of a succession of whites, all offended by his presumption. That he is (with a few honourable exceptions) conspicuously missing from the pantheon of African-American heroes, a name utterly foreign to high school history texts in the United States, is a scandal explained entirely by the inconvenient fact that Peters happened to fight for the Wrong Side. The same is true for blacks in Boston who chose the British rather than the American cause. Crispus Attucks has been canonized as one of the fallen in the Boston Massacre, when British troops shot down rioters in 1770. But the story of Newton Prince, the black barber who testified on behalf of the redcoats is, unsurprisingly, much less well known. For his temerity, Prince was tarred and feathered by infuriated Patriots, so naturally in 1776 he opted for General Howe and was evacuated with the British. Likewise Black London, another barber, who in 1776 told the commissioners for loyalist claims after the war that he had been compelled by his employer to join the Patriot militia, deserted as soon as he could and served for four years with Sir Henry Clinton and then aboard two warships.19

However awkward for the orthodox history of the Founding Fathers and their revolution, the genesis of African-American liberty is, then, inseparable from the British connection during and after the war. If free black politics were born from the fires of that conflict, so were many of the distinctive forms of their Christian gathering. It was among the loyalist Africans that some of the earliest free Baptist and Methodist churches were created in and near Shelburne, Nova Scotia; there too that the first whites to be converted by a black preacher were baptized in those red rivers by the charismatic minister David George. The first schools expressly for free black children were opened in the loyalist diaspora of Nova Scotia, where they were taught by black teachers like Catherine Abernathy in Preston and Stephen Blucke in Birchtown. In Sierra Leone, where more than a thousand of the “Nova Scotians” ended up after journeying back across the Atlantic, this time as persons not property, the American blacks experienced for the first time (and all too ephemerally) a meaningful degree of local law and self-government. It was another first when an elected black constable, the ex-slave Simon Proof, administered a flogging to a white sailor found guilty of dereliction of duty.

The history of black loyalism, however, is much more than a catalogue of “firsts.” The story also gives the lie to the stereotype of the Africans as passive, credulous pawns of American or British strategy. Whether they opted for the Patriot or for the loyalist side, many of the blacks, illiterate or not, knew exactly what they were doing, even if they could never have anticipated the magnitude of the perils, misfortunes and deceits that would result from their decision. Often, their choice was determined by a judgement of whether, sooner or later, a free America would be forced to honour the Declaration of Independence’s principle that the birthright of all men was liberty and equality; or whether (in the South especially), with the spectacle of runaways being hunted down and sent to labour in lead mines or saltpetre works, fine-sounding promises were likely to be indefinitely deferred. It was not a good sign of things to come when enlistment incentives offered to white recruits in Georgia and South Carolina included a bounty of a free slave at the end of the war.

To their credit, there were a few Patriot leaders who, long before the revolution, had recognized the embarrassing discrepancy between the rhetoric of liberty and the reality of slavery. The “enslavement” of Americans by British governments was a commonplace of the most grandiloquent Patriot broadsides (especially in Boston) against the Stamp Tax in 1766 and dutied tea in 1773. A typical pamphlet of the Tea Party era thundered that the “baneful chests [of tea] contain in them…something worse than death—the seeds of SLAVERY.”20 James Otis, the fiercest of the Boston firebrand lawyers, was no exception in railing against the wicked insidiousness of such schemes of enslavement; but he was alone among Massachusetts Patriots in extending the logic of his argument to blacks, maintaining, outlandishly, that freedom was not racially divisible. “The colonists are by law of nature freeborn as indeed all men are, white or black. Does it follow that ‘tis right to enslave a man because he is black?” Otis wrote in his incendiary The Rights of the British Colonists Asserted and Proved. “Can any logical inference in favor of slavery be drawn from a flat nose, a long or a short face? Nothing better can be said in favor of a trade that is the most shocking violation of the law of nature, has a direct tendency to diminish the idea of the inestimable value of liberty…”21 And he warned that “those who every day barter away other men’s liberty will soon care very little for their own.”22 But Otis’s forthrightness only confirmed to less adventurous spirits his reputation for rashness, or even mental instability. John Adams, a younger but much cooler head (and evidently no egalitarian), commented later, “I shuddered at the doctrine he taught and I have all my life shuddered and still shudder at the consequences that may be drawn from such premises.”23

Other American Patriots, too intelligent not to notice the contradiction and too honest to side-step it entirely, tried to disarm accusations of hypocrisy by confronting them head on, while always laying blame for the original sin of slavery on the British themselves and in particular His Majesty’s Royal African Company, which had been chartered back in 1662 to trade in slaves, precious metals and timber. The “Well, you started it” school playground plea of mitigation was most aggressively converted into an indictment in Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence. But long before his tour de force of disingenuousness, others had become adept at turning defensiveness into sanctimonious indignation at being so shockingly misunderstood. No one did this better than Benjamin Franklin, who had let it be known to friends of the slaves, such as the Quaker Anthony Benezet in Philadelphia and Granville Sharp in London, that he himself frowned on the iniquitous trade in humans and wanted nothing better than to hasten its end.24

In 1770, during his last year in London lobbying on behalf of his fellow independence-minded Americans, Franklin, apparently stung by Granville Sharp’s attacks on American hypocrisy, published “A Conversation between an Englishman, a Scotchman and an American on the Subject of Slavery” in the Public Advertiser. “You Americans make a great Clamour upon every little imaginary Infringement of what you take to be your Liberties and yet there are no People upon Earth such Enemies to Liberty, such absolute Tyrants,” Franklin has his Englishman say, directing the affronted American to read Sharp’s treatise. The indictment was, of course, overstated, allowing the American to respond that Sharp was making the gross and insulting error of lumping all his countrymen together, even though there were many, indeed at least as many, in the colonies as in Britain who wholeheartedly detested the iniquitous traffic in humans and were working for its destruction. That the accusation of double standards frequently found its mark, though, was betrayed by the hurt tone of the American’s wounded complaint that it was “particularly injurious to us at this Time to endeavour to render us odious and to encourage those who would oppress us, by representing us as unworthy of the Liberty we are now contending for.”25 The transparent uneasiness of the defence was not improved when the “American” went on the counter-attack by accusing the English of inflicting a kind of servitude on their “working poor,” who if they were “not absolutely Slaves there seems something a little like Slavery, where the Laws oblige them to work for their Masters so many Hours at such a Rate and leave them no Liberty to demand or bargain for more but imprison them in a Workhouse if they refuse to work on such terms.” When the Englishman raised the inhumanity of the slave laws and in particular their prescribed punishments, the American responded that in colonies such as Virginia, where whites were so outnumbered by blacks, there was no alternative: “Perhaps you may imagine the Negroes to be a mild tempered, tractable Kind of People…some of them are indeed so. But the Majority are of a plotting Disposition, dark, sullen, malicious, revengeful and cruel in the highest Degree.” Even odder, to the “Scotchman’s” criticisms the American replied that in Scotland there were also slaves, who worked in coal mines and who were “bought and sold with the Colliery and have no more Liberty to leave it than our Negroes have to leave their Master’s Plantation. If having black Faces indeed, subjected Men to the Condition of Slavery, you might have some small pretence for keeping the poor Colliers in that Condition: But remember that, under the Smut their skin is white.”26

It seems astonishing that Franklin should have thought a double-dose of colour prejudice should actually have strengthened his case. But double-thinking was a staple, even of those who cheerfully owned up to it, none more bare-faced than the Virginian Patrick Henry. Writing to Anthony Benezet from Hanover, Virginia, in January 1773, Henry worked up an impressive lather of indignation against the atrocity of slavery, especially since it was enduring “at a time when the Rights of Humanity are defined and understood with precision, in a Country, above all fond of Liberty.” But having unburdened himself of amazement that such an evil should persist in an Enlightened age, Henry goes on with disarming candour: “Would anyone believe that I am master of Slave(s) of my own purchase?” As his reason for violating his own professed principles, however, Henry could manage nothing more than the lame, if honest, excuse that “I am drawn along by the general Inconveniency of living without them. I will not, I cannot justify it; however culpable my conduct I will so far pay my duty as to own the Excellency and rectitude of her [Natural] precepts and to lament my want of conformity to them.” Henry prayed that there might come a time when this would all change, but, pending such great reformation, he hoped at least to treat his slaves “with lenity.” No wonder, then, floundering in the morass of his own bad faith, all he could do by way of ending his letter to Benezet was to write, with unconvincing theatricality, “I know not where to stop, I could say many things on this Subject, a serious review of which give a gloomy perspective to future times; excuse the scrawl and believe me, with esteem etc…”27

Predictably, the exacting consciences of John and Abigail Adams would not allow themselves the same kind of careless breeziness as Patrick Henry when it came to the sin of the Great Contradiction. Reporting to her husband one of the many stories circulating in 1773 and 1774 of a black insurrection nipped in the bud, and anxious not to pour fuel on what was obviously a dangerous tinderbox, Abigail confessed to her husband that she wished “most sincerely there was not a slave in the province [of Massachusetts]” since “it always appeared to me to be a most iniquitous scheme…to fight ourselves for what we are daily robbing and plundering from those who have as good a right to freedom as we have.”28

Abigail Adams’s nervousness that American blacks might pounce on the glaring discrepancy between Patriot professions of liberty for all, and their unwillingness to extend it to slaves was well founded; 1773 and 1774 saw no fewer than five “humble” petitions written by blacks to the last colonial governors of Massachusetts, Thomas Hutchinson and General Thomas Gage. A number of articles in newspapers all demanded, with varying degrees of urgency and indignation, that something be done about the treatment of Africans as chattels. In an impassioned essay printed in the Essex Journal and Merrimac Packet in August 1774, Caesar Sarter, a freed man who “bore the galling yoke of bondage for more than twenty years,” insisted that slavery was “the greatest, and consequently most to be dreaded, of all temporal calamities,” whilst “its opposite, Liberty, the greatest temporal good with which you can be blest.” Deprived of dropping a tear over the separation of dear friends “who were clinging to you, you must be plied with that conclusive argument, the cat o” nine tails to reduce you to what your inhuman masters would call reason.” “Now,” Caesar Sarter addressed his Patriot readers, “are you willing all this should befall you? If you can lay your hand on your breast and solemnly affirm that you should, why then go on and Prosper! For your treatment of the Africans is an exact compliance with the above mentioned rule.”

The petitions were often anguished. One, addressed to Governor Hutchinson in January 1773 and signed, perhaps sardonically, “Felix,” on behalf of “many Slaves living in the town of Boston” and other towns of Massachusetts, lamented the “intollerable condition” of people who “have no Property! We have no Wives! No Children! We have no City! No Country!…Not even Life itself, but in a Manner as the Beasts that perish.” In April of the same year a second petition signed by four slaves, Sambo Freeman, Peter Bestes, Chester Joie and Felix Holbrook, expected “great things from men who have made such a noble stand against the designs of their fellow-men to enslave them”: the members of the House of Representatives ought to allow them to work at least one day a week for a wage, from which money might be saved that could send the Africans home to their native country. Two months later yet another petition appeared on behalf of “all those…who are held in a state of slavery within the bowels of a free Country,” insisting “in common with other men [on] a Natural Right to be free and without molestation to injoy such property as they may acquire by their industry.”29 A year later, a similar document declared that “we are a freeborn pepel and have never forfeited that natural liberty.”

These appeals, whether to consistency or conscience, of course went largely unheeded by both the last British governors and by the Patriot politicians of the Massachusetts General Court. However, in colonies from Virginia to Massachusetts petitions were drafted and circulated by Benezet, Benjamin Rush and their fellow campaigners to halt further importation of slaves or at the very least to impose duties of twenty pounds on each new slave, a tariff heavy enough to act as a disincentive to buy and sell. (Rhode Island, with its major investment in the slave trade, was an exception to the non-importation movement.) In each case the royal governors, acting on instructions from Britain, refused consent. How unfair, it was said by way of explanation, for West Indian planters coming to America to repair their ravaged health to have to pay special import duties when bringing their body servants with them to their place of convalescence! The refusal of official assent allowed Jefferson and Southern Patriots to bounce the accusation of hypocrisy back to the royal government, which, it insisted, was cravenly beholden to the West Indian sugar lobby.

The charge was fair enough. But what the likes of Jefferson forbore from admitting was that this sudden attack of high-mindedness in the South was owed less to any kind of conversion on the part of the plantocracy to the inhumanity of slaveholding, than to a panic, after 1772, about the imminence of a slave insurrection in regions where blacks already outnumbered whites. This was not idle speculation. Three ferocious and bloody rebellions were under way, in Surinam, St Vincent and Jamaica, and all were widely and apocalyptically reported in the North American press. In Surinam, on the mainland of South America, a small force of European soldiers had been overwhelmed by a black and Amerindian army, perhaps numbering tens of thousands of heavily armed desperadoes. The marauders, it was said, had taken possession of estates and even towns, burned them down, and committed countless acts of robbery and murder against the largely defenceless Dutch colonists. In St Vincent and Jamaica, regiments of British troops withdrawn from North America were tied down just attempting to contain a wildfire uprising that numbered Maroons (free blacks and mulattos living in the interior) along with liberated slaves in its legions.

So before there was a white American revolution, there were already black and brown ones sweeping through South America and the Caribbean. Although space is seldom given to the Surinam or the St Vincent rebellions in histories of the American Revolution, the connection was critical to the timing of Patriot mobilization in the South. The sudden urgency of armed white American resistance was driven not, of course, by any solidarity with captive people elsewhere in the hemisphere, but by precisely the opposite—by the terror that the insurrectionary contagion might spread north. The most feverish nightmare involved the British actually fomenting black rebellion as a way of intimidating the Patriots.

These suspicions were not altogether paranoid. By early 1775, many months before Dunmore’s proclamation from the William, there had indeed been suggestions both from royal officials in America and within Lord North’s own government that playing the “negro” card against the presumptions of the colonists might have to be considered, even though North himself (protesting a little too much) professed to be horrified by the idea. When the mounting evidence of an insurrectionary spirit sweeping through the world of the slaves was put together with the independent black voices heard in the Massachusetts petitions, it robbed nervous Patriots of their sleep. Abigail Adams’s comments to her husband in the summer of 1774 about the selectiveness of Patriot rhetoric on liberty were made in the context of news of a “conspiracy of Negroes” who had had the temerity to ask the governor for arms so that they could fight for the king in exchange for their liberty!

Escapes were now imagined to be the prelude to a concerted rising. From New York to Georgia the tempo of reported runaways gathered ominous momentum throughout 1773 and 1774. In New York concern about illicit “assemblies” of negroes was so serious that instructions were issued to apprehend any blacks appearing in any sort of numbers after dark. To the jumpier Americans it did not bear contemplating what might happen should the slaves, especially in the Southern plantation colonies, take it into their heads that the vaunted liberties of Old England somehow applied to them, and that, as reported in 1730, they had a royal licence to disobey. Sambo Freeman in Boston had already alluded, in one of the petitions, to “those sublime ideas of Freedom that Englishmen have,” contrasting the aspirations of blacks to those of their unfortunate counterparts in Spanish colonies who could expect nothing but despotism. If affected slaveholders are to be believed, these intoxicated delusions about British freedom had spread deep into the South. Educated flight had begun. In the Virginia Gazette, one of many advertisements offering rewards for the recapture of runaways mentioned a Gabriel Jones and his wife, said to be on their way to the coast to board ship for England “where they imagine they will be free (a Notion now prevalent among the Negroes greatly to the vexation and prejudice of their Masters).”30 Now where could slaves get such absurd ideas from? Another advertisement supplies the answer. One Bacchus, it seems, in Augusta County, Georgia, ran away, leading his master to believe that he too might head for a port, there “to board a vessel for Great Britain from the knowledge he has of the late determination of the Somerset case.”31

What was this? Did slaves read law reports? How could it be that a judgement rendered in June 1772 by Lord Chief Justice Mansfield in the court of the King’s Bench in the case of a runaway African, James Somerset, recaptured by his master, could light a fire in the plantations? Mansfield had set Somerset free, but had taken pains not to make a general ruling on the legality of slavery in England. However, the “Negro frolicks” in London celebrating the court decision had swept legal niceties aside. Across the Atlantic word spread, and spread quickly, that slavery had been outlawed in Britain. In 1774 a pamphlet written by “Freeman,” published in Philadelphia, told American slaves that they could have liberty merely by “setting foot on that happy Territory where slavery is forbidden to perch.” Before the Patriots knew it, the birds had already begun to fly the coop.32
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MINCING LANE in the Ward of Cheap in 1765 was neither the worst nor the best address in the City of London. The Sisters of St Helen, known as “Minchen,” who had given the street its name, were long gone, and piety had, unsurprisingly, been replaced by profit. Solid mercantile chambers and warehouses, many of them connected to the colonial trade, lined the street. At regular intervals in the morning, carts bearing chests of sugar and tea, coming from the East and West India wharves, would rumble up the lane from Great Tower Street, carve a path through the throngs of pie vendors, ale wagons, flower girls, beggars and balladmongers, pass through broad gates and unload in the cobbled inner courtyards. In short, there was not much to detain the curious tourist other than the Clothworkers’ Hall, set back from the street and boasting a ceremonious row of Corinthian pilasters along its interior façade. It was all very middling. What was not middling, however, was the line of the woeful that trailed down the lane from a doorway at the northern, Fenchurch Street, end of the lane. These were the sickly poor: the bloodied and the bent; emaciated women and grimy, hacking drunks; small children on whom the first blisters of the pox had already erupted; and their places of domicile were assuredly not Mincing Lane. They came to the door on the lane from the empire of squalor that stretched beyond the Tower, through the Ald Gate and the Bishop’s Gate, into the rookeries of St George in the East, Shadwell and Wapping, where refuse, human and animal, brimmed in the reeking alleys, and twopenny whores lifted their skirts to sailors observed by cutpurses and yowling cats.

The door opened and out stepped an angular man looking older than his thirty years. His tall but meagre frame, hollow cheeks, lantern jaw and short curled wig gave him the air of either an underpaid clerk or an unworldly cleric; the truth is that Granville Sharp was something of both. He had taken his customary late afternoon walk to his brother William’s surgery from his own place of work at the Ordnance Office in the Tower, where he managed to fill five or six hours managing the supply of saltpetre and the conduct of unruly gentlemen cadets. Sharp’s mind, however, was usually on much more important matters: for instance, his severe differences with Dr Kennicott on the catalogue the doctor had presumed to publish, listing the Temple vessels restored to the Jews by King Cyrus in the time of the prophet Nehemiah.1

Most evenings the Sharp brothers and sisters gathered at William’s house for rehearsals of their Sunday concerts. Their origins were plain and provincial: the children of an archdeacon of Northumberland. But since coming to London in 1750, two of Granville’s older brothers, James and William, had prospered. Deprived by their father’s limited means of the Cambridge education given to two older sons destined for the Church, James had had to make his way as an ironmonger, whilst William had applied himself to medicine. For the most part, this meant setting broken bones, trepanning skulls and dispensing remedies to the poxed, but William had flourished in his art. Now risen all the way to being one of the surgeons to the king, he flattered himself that he had not forgotten the humble, and his way of showing it was to minister, gratis, to London’s poor.

William Sharp, then, had something of a name, for how many organ-playing, horn-blowing surgeons were there, let alone physicians of such exemplary Christian benevolence, within the square mile of the City of London? On concert Sundays his rooms in Mincing Lane filled with pretty much everyone who mattered: David Garrick, James Boswell and Sir Joshua Reynolds. The attraction was the exemplary harmony exhibited by the family: James played the jointed serpent, often with parts he had transcribed from the violoncello; sister Judith played the lute and the theorbo; Eliza (before she had to go and marry Mr Prowse of Wicken Park, Northamptonshire) was mistress of the harpsichord; and Frances sang as sweetly as a trilling lark. Granville, who sometimes signed (or sealed) himself G# and was working on A Short Introduction to Musick for the use of such Children as have a Musical Ear and are Willing to be Instructed in the Great Duty of Singing Psalms, played the flute, his long, nimble fingers flying over the stops. Sometimes “to the delight and conviction of many doubters who had conceived such an accomplishment to have been impracticable,” as William Shield, the Master of His Majesty’s Band of Musicians, commented, Granville would play two flutes simultaneously.2 Proud of their performances, the Sharps rehearsed together every evening with any additional musicians and singers they had recruited. But these meetings were also domestic, convivial affairs, with tea, dainties, gossip from the City and family news from Durham. In return, members of the clan living beyond the City would receive news of the doings in London from a circulated Common Letter, which took it as a point of honour to list, comprehensively, the dishes consumed at dinner as well as the items played in concert. The Sharps stayed close, always. “Whatever other engagements took place,” Eliza recalled, “it was all our party.”

So when Granville emerged from William’s surgery and pulled up short at a figure whose dreadful condition horrified even someone inured to looking at the unfortunate, his impulse, once he had heard the poor black man’s story, was to turn on his heel and straight away bring his brother out to help. It was not unusual to see blacks on London streets. There were at least five thousand and perhaps as many as seven thousand scattered over the metropolis, some living in fine town houses where, suitably got up in embroidered coats, powdered wigs and silk breeches, they served, ornamentally, as footmen or body servants to the quality.3 Some, like Dr Johnson’s Francis Barber, were minor celebrities, sketched and painted as charming “sable” curiosities. The less fortunate made a living as musicians or waiters in the taverns and brothels of Covent Garden, and went home to a bare, verminous room in neighbouring St Giles, where they were called “blackbirds.” Far more congregated in the dockland parish of St George in the East, in the filthy streets that led from Nicholas Hawksmoor’s eccentric church. Many of them were sailors, bargemen, haulers, carters and stevedores; and some for a few pence boxed barek-nuckle or played on drums and fifes to crowds in the streets and piazzas. The “blackbirds,” then, were mostly poor, and were known for flitting in and out of trouble. There would have been nothing out of the ordinary in seeing one in the queue for William Sharp’s surgery that evening in 1765. But this particular black had very little left of his face.

His name, as the Sharp brothers learned, was Jonathan Strong, and once perhaps he had been. But his master, David Lisle, a lawyer from Barbados, had been so much in the habit of thrashing him senseless on the slightest pretext that Jonathan Strong had become crippled. London was full of the spectacle of pain. Sluggish cart horses were mercilessly flogged until they dropped; vagrant beggars were whipped until their backs had become beefsteaks; felons were stoned in the public pillory and sometimes died as they sat there; servants, both male and female, were cuffed and smacked in public; schoolboys were thrashed for insolence or troublesome high spirits; men caught by the press gangs were beaten with sticks as they were hauled off to the waiting ships. But what Lisle had done to Jonathan Strong seemed savage even by the rough standards of the day. The negro’s face was reduced to crimson gore, the result of a pistol whipping so savage that after repeated, relentless blows the mouth of the gun had separated from the handle. Strong had been blinded with blood and when, finally, his master saw that there was nothing left to maim he had been thrown into the street to die. The negro had staggered to William Sharp’s surgery, where he patiently waited his turn in the line of sickness and pain that gathered along Mincing Lane. Some time later, Strong himself remembered that


I could hardly walk or see my way where I was going. When I came to him [William] and he saw me in that condition, the gentleman take charity of me and gave me some stoff to wash my eyes with and some money to get myself a little necessaries till next day. The day after I come to the gentleman and he sent me into the hospital and I was in there four months and a half. All the while I was in the hospital the gentleman find me in clothes, shoes and stockings and when I come out he paid for my lodging and a money to find myself some necessaries till he get me into a place.4


When Strong emerged from Bart’s Hospital William Sharp found him work with the apothecary Brown, who supplied his surgery with most of its drugs, splints and bandages. Strong was still lame from his beatings and never fully recovered his sight, yet was well enough to run errands for the apothecary, picking up and delivering medical supplies to the City surgeons and hospitals. There were times too when he served as body or household servant for the Browns. On one of those days in September 1767, two years after the Sharps had found him, he was standing footman behind Mrs Brown’s carriage when he had the misfortune to be seen by his old tormentor, David Lisle.

And what Lisle noticed was not the ruin of a creature that he had discarded in the gutter, but a disconcertingly trim and inexplicably repaired Jonathan Strong. Anger—with himself for throwing away an investment; with Strong for surviving; with whomever it was who had robbed him (for so he already thought of the matter) of his property—welled up in him, competing with an equally sudden surge of cupidity. Perhaps something could be done to redeem his loss. It was, after all, 1767. Four years before, peace had been signed with France, and the Caribbean was the engine of fortune. The market for slaves to work the West Indian sugar plantations, especially on the boom island of Jamaica, had never been hungrier, even for the likes of broken-down Strong. Among the city’s black population were many who had originally been brought to London by American or West Indian masters—most of whom, if they were rich enough, kept up seasonal establishments in the capital of the empire—and who, as body servants, footmen or musicians, lived in a state of relative liberty. Some, such as Dr Johnson’s Francis Barber or Lord Montagu’s Ignatius Sancho, were given freedom after years of loyal service. Others had taken it by escaping into Cheapside or Wapping, where they could work for wages that would protect them against an enforced return to America or the West Indies. The pursuit of these runaways was the work of slavecatchers who prowled the coffee-houses and inns, eager to collect the many rewards posted in London and American newspapers. Once caught, such blacks were imprisoned, resold (for there were regular sales and auctions in London) and bundled off to waiting ships at Gravesend, destined for Jamaica, Havana, Santa Cruz or Charleston.

This is what Lisle planned for Jonathan Strong. Even before he caught up with Strong, Lisle had already traded him to a Jamaican planter, James Kerr. In a fit of uncharacteristic candour, Lisle may have admitted that Strong was perhaps not in prime condition, and accepted £30 for him in a seller’s market in which “stout Negroes” fetched, on average, at least £50. Or perhaps Lisle was himself needy for funds, since he also accepted Kerr’s condition that the money would not be handed over before the black in question was safely aboard a ship.

It remained, of course, for Lisle to secure his property. Keeping out of sight, he had followed Strong to a public house. Two days after first seeing him in the street attending on Mrs Brown, Lisle hired two Lord Mayor’s officers to accost him in the pub, informing him only that a certain gentleman wished to speak with him. Either over-complaisant from his two years of liberty, or perhaps easily intimidated, Jonathan Strong went with the men, only to be startled by the appearance of his old persecutor. All pretence at politeness dropped, Strong was manhandled to the prison of Poultry Compter in Giltspur Street in Cheap, where, among felons and vagrants picked up by the sheriff’s men, he could be detained before being conveyed as a recovered chattel to the ship. But this was not the end of the story. Two years of being treated like a human being had given Jonathan Strong a modest degree of fighting self-respect and, more decisively, a modest degree of education. The fate of blacks in Britain—and America—hung on this one puny but improbable fact: that lame, half-blind Jonathan Strong could read and write. He sent out a series of notes, first to Brown, the apothecary, signalling his predicament. Brown promptly dispatched a servant who, however, was refused admission or any kind of communication with Jonathan Strong.

When Brown himself arrived at Poultry Compter he was so browbeaten by Lisle, ranting that he had been robbed of his goods and waving a bill of sale, that the apothecary retreated lest he be arrested himself for theft as Lisle threatened. In extremis, Jonathan Strong sent a second note, this one to his old saviour, Granville Sharp. But Sharp’s head was full of more pressing matters—a scheme to introduce the Anglican Church into the kingdom of Prussia, for example; the preparation of his Short Introduction to Musick…; a second brief treatise called “On the Pronunciation of the English Tongue”—and the significance of the name Strong momentarily escaped him. It was not long, though, before it came back with guilty urgency. It was Sharp’s turn now to send a messenger to the prison, and when no reply was received by return he went to see Strong for himself. There, in the ante-rooms and bare cells of Poultry Compter, with the creak of bare wood and iron performing sporadically gloomy music, he recalled everything. For the first time in his life, in matters that were not ecclesiastical nor military nor musical, Granville Sharp acted, insisting more from instinct than authority, that since the black had committed no offence he could not possibly be legally detained. He had enough of the air of a learned gentleman to persuade the officers that, should they make the mistake of releasing Strong to a third party before his case had been heard by the Lord Mayor, they would risk their own incrimination.

Against the odds, Jonathan Strong got his hearing. Sir Robert Kite, like most lord mayors of the 1760s and 1770s, could not possibly have held that office without the favour of the patrician merchants of the sugar interest. Yet whilst he would have not recognized himself in any way as a particular friend to blacks, the mayor was bound by an ingrained respect for due process. And the City of London was still a small enough community for the mayor to know all about the brothers Sharp. James, after all, sat in the City’s assembly, the Common Council. So when Granville came to see Sir Robert and recited the facts of the case he received a fair and even sympathetic reception. A hearing was ordered, which was convened on the 18th of September at the Mansion House and attended by the Sharps, Laird, the captain of the ship in which Strong was to be conveyed, and Macbean, the lawyer for the new owner, James Kerr. As the arguments between Sharp and Macbean turned furious, Strong, who was not at all convinced of a happy outcome, became distraught, weeping and shaking with fear. After listening to both sides Sir Robert Kite made up his mind, saying, as Sharp reported in his casebook, that “the lad had not stolen anything and was not guilty of any offence and was therefore at liberty to go away.”5 Evidently Captain Laird was not listening, since after the mayor had withdrawn he grabbed Strong, claiming him physically as the property of Mr Kerr. The action was so brutally sudden and so disconcerting that for a moment it threatened to succeed—even Granville Sharp was dumbfounded into inaction. But the City coroner, Thomas Beech, still present in the room, stepped quickly towards Sharp and whispered urgently to him, “Charge him!” Novice at the law though he was, Sharp responded: “Sir!” he shouted at Captain Laird in the clear voice that was to characterize the new Granville Sharp. “I charge you with assault.”6

For the moment it was enough. The slaver captain paused and Strong, still weeping, shook off Laird’s grip. A few days later later Lisle, by no means reconciled to the decision, issued a writ against Granville Sharp and his older brother James for theft of his slave. But the law seemed less friendly to Lisle’s interest than he had assumed. On an afternoon when he knew the Sharps to be at Mincing Lane he arrived at the house, was announced and admitted, whereupon he issued a personal challenge to Granville for “Gentlemanlike satisfaction because I had procured the liberty of his slave Jonathan Strong. I told him that as he had studied law so many years he should want no satisfaction that the law should give him.”7

The words hit their mark. Strong’s body may have still carried the marks of his beatings by Lisle, but, more crushingly, Lisle the lawyer had been beaten by the law. However, Greeny Sharp, as he was known to his brothers and sisters, was no longer so green in the ways of the courts as to dispense with the services of lawyers in case Lisle and Kerr should press their suit. Through the connections of his older brothers he retained the City recorder, Sir James Eyre, to advise him. Granville’s boldness in rescuing Jonathan Strong from the clutches of Lisle had been coloured by the instinctive certainty that neither Christian propriety nor the majesty of English Common Law could possibly countenance the reduction of a person to a property. Imagine his shock and despondency, then, when Sir James brought him the opinion of the former Lord Chancellor Yorke and Solicitor-General Talbot in 1729, which judged otherwise: that persons brought to England from places where they had been slaves remained in that state of bondage, notwithstanding their baptism. When Yorke confirmed the opinion in 1749, it became the guiding rule by which owners seeking the recovery of their human property were usually upheld in their claims. Although there was now a new Lord Chancellor, the Chief Justice of the King’s Bench, Lord Mansfield, before whom most of these cases were heard, was known to accept Yorke-Talbot. Sharp was advised that his fancy that Common Law could not accommodate slaveholding in England was merely sentimental.

This was the view not just of Sharp’s lawyer, but of many others whose opinion he sought in 1767 and 1768, virtually all of whom wrote off his chances of successfully defending himself against the impending lawsuit for theft. But for all the weight of their authority, Sharp remained unconvinced. Neither God nor English antiquity (which for him amounted to much the same) could possibly permit such abomination in His Chosen Land. So he resolved to make himself his own authority on the legal history of slaves in Britain: “Thus forsaken by my professional defenders I was compelled through the want of a regular legal assistance to make a hopeless attempt at self-defence, though I was totally un-acquainted either with the practice of the law or the foundations of it, having never opened a law book (except the Bible) in my life until this time.”8 A page was turned, and for the lives of blacks in Britain and across the broad ocean nothing would be the same.

There had not been much to suggest that of the fourteen children of Archdeacon Thomas Sharp it would be Granville who would become famous as the apostle of freedom. True, he had been remarkable for his prodigious powers of concentration. As a child, he had sat in an apple tree to read the entirety of Shakespeare. But financial assistance from the family came in direct proportion to one’s seniority in it. Even had Granville been brilliant (which he wasn’t), the fact of his being born twelfth precluded much in the way of archdecanal help. After acquiring rudimentary learning at Durham Grammar School and a little more from a tutor, he had been apprenticed, at the age of fifteen, to a Quaker linen draper in London; then, after the Quaker’s passing, to a Presbyterian and finally to a Roman Catholic, all in the same line of trade. This parade of sects passing before the young and insatiably curious Greeny gave him a compressed but valuable course in comparative theology, which he turned to good use when a Jewish fellow apprentice, seeing that Sharp had no Hebrew, was bold enough to ridicule his pretensions to biblical exegesis. Stung, Granville immediately set about mastering the ancient language, succeeding so well that he not only confounded his Jewish disputant but scored a knock-out by publishing, at sixteen, a (presumably short) essay demolishing the opinion of Rabbi Elias on the derivation and usage of the Hebrew consonant “Vav.”

As his familiarity with the Talmud waxed, Sharp’s interest in cambric and calico waned. After the death of his father in 1757, when Granville was twenty-two, his older brothers judged that the time had come to see if he had the makings of a merchant-manufacturer. A few months of unhappy incompetence gave them their answer: Granville was not destined to do for textiles what James was doing for ironwares. So the studded doors of the Ordnance Department in the Tower were opened to him, where, for six hours a day, during a time when Britain was fighting a war against the French on three continents, he could compile inventories and write and dispatch letters to junior officers regarding boot blacking and wig powder, even as his mind drifted to the doings of Hezekiah and the sayings of Habakkuk. In the evenings there were, as always, the family assemblies at Mincing Lane.

The Sharp establishment in Mincing Lane was a little academy, populated by music-lovers who happened also to be men and women of substance, learning and budding renown. So for all Granville’s inexperience in the law, guidance on where to begin his researches would not have been missing. He was, himself, a natural antiquarian, in thrall not just to the chronicles of Omri and Bashan but, like many of his generation in Hanoverian England, to the Anglo-Saxon antiquarianism that was in romantic vogue. “Rule Britannia” had originally been written for The Masque of Alfred, performed in front of the Prince of Wales, and the cult of King Alfred as the fount of everything imperial and yet free had reached its eighteenth-century apogee. Granville Sharp believed that among other blessings brought to ancient England was the institution of Frankpledge, which, to his dying day he believed to be the most perfect, popular yet responsible form of government ever devised. Frankpledge was built on the primary unit of ten households, the “tithing,” which then combined in a multiple of ten into a “hundred.” Each tithing elected a tithingman, and ten tithingmen together chose a hundredor. That Sharp also believed Frankpledge to have been the form of government practised by the biblical Israelites (on the recommendation of Jethro, the father-in-law of Moses) and thus sanctioned directly by the Almighty did not, of course, do anything to compromise its appeal.

It was well known that Frankpledge and Anglo-Saxon liberty had been brutally damaged by the Norman Conquest, which had introduced alien forms of despotism and servitude into old free England. Yet its spirit, Sharp thought, had not been altogether extinguished; had lived on, indeed, in the immemorial revulsion against true slavery in the island kingdom. Villeinage—bonded labour in the fields—with the villeins denied the freedom to depart from the manor or even marry without the lord’s consent, there had certainly been; although it was long extinct, as Sharp found. But even villeins had never been, so far as he could see from his plunge into the legal histories, negotiable chattels, transferable through sale. In 1547, in the reign of Edward VI, a law had been passed for the curbing of vagabondage, and this did provide for the enslavement of repeat offenders; but such was its alien character that it had been repealed two years later. In the reign of Elizabeth (in which, after all, the African slave trade had been promoted and aggressively practised by sea captains such as John Hawkins), Sharp nonetheless found what he wanted. In 1569, according to Rushworth’s Historical Collections, a certain Captain Cartwright had brought a Russian serf-slave to England and, when he had “scourged” the slave without cause and been brought to book for
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