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Foreword– Professor. Ron Beadle


Circus is an ethereal artform, its achievements disappearing in the moment of their creation. Those who research it face several challenges– records are scarce, often contradictory, artistes’ own accounts are all too often aimed at entertainment rather than truth and their names, acts, partnerships, employers and relationships change with remarkable frequency. Despite these obstacles, Dr Ward has produced five volumes of circus history and his sixth is his most challenging project yet.

It tells the stories of Black and Ethnic Minority artistes in the Victorian era. As Dr Ward points out, much of what is supposedly known of their histories is false, the victim of romanticism, poor research or unchecked assumptions. This text is a necessary corrective and could only be the work of someone whose knowledge of circus is only exceeded for his love of it. It contextualises circus stories within the wider history of BAME people (BIPOC) in Britain but is thankfully unencumbered by the forced theorizing of much contemporary circus writing.

Dr Ward draws on a wide range of archival sources to carefully piece together the lives of a small number of artistes and directors for whom documentary evidence is available. They were stars in their day, but amongst their tragedies was the forgetfulness of a once adoring public when age or injury ended their careers.

Students of circus will learn much here and so will students of injustice. The courage, dexterity and athleticism of BAME artistes could either challenge or reinforce the racist tropes of the era; Dr Ward evidences both. White racism, outside the ring, is recorded in all its ugly stupidity but so are accounts of its opposite. Dr Ward shows how circus enabled BAME people to be celebrated in Victorian times. It is a story worthy of being told.

Professor Ron Beadle

Northumbria University

Newcastle upon Tyne, England, 2021


Foreword– Amity Stoddard & Sellam Ouahabi


My husband is always telling me that there is no writing things down in the circus.

“In traditional circus there is no taking notes,” is usually how the conversation begins. On this particular night, Sellam is lighting his third cigarette as he cracks the window of our aging silver Hyundai. We’re headed out to see a student show, and we’re late. “A real coach just remembers. You see an act in your mind; you tell it to your troupe. You teach it in an afternoon.”

He pauses to fiddle with the defroster, which works on his side, but not for the passenger seat. A clear circle of glass appears above the steering wheel, while my portion of window remains covered with a crystal mosaic of frost. Outside, the sky is bruised looking, ominous clouds push down along the horizon line. Evening is near, snow will fall overnight. I was born in New England, and tend to read the skies like an ongoing conversation. Sellam is from Morocco, but in reality, he is not very Moroccan; he is not from anywhere. He would tell you he is a traveler. He is a student of the road, having lived with traveling circuses since he was a child.

“Each night,” he leans back in the driver’s seat and continues, giving up on clearing the glass for me. “You go to the performance, you watch it. A real coach does that– a proper coach, they watch the show. Every show. And they know... not just where the mistakes happened. They see the mistake coming before it happens. They can tell. An experienced coach will run into the ring to catch that mistake before it falls and gets injured. How can you write that down? Are you going to read your notes while you run through the tent?”

He laughs, his voice gravelly and thick, the sound of his voice makes the car feel warm. I think to myself, again, how his voice makes our whole life feel warm. When he begins to talk, it’s like a fire starting, and I curl up near him, warming myself, drifting with his elliptical stories that somehow flow together, one feeding the other. I put my hand and on top of his, where it rests on the stickshift. He gives me an amused sidelong glance, then flicks my hand away.

“You want to drive now?” he chastises, and we giggle together, our exhales freeze into thin clouds, and rise.

***

Whenever Sellam tells me there is no writing in the circus, I can’t help but complete the sentence, silently, in my mind: There is no writing about him, or people like him, in the circus. No writing, or very little, about his experience of being an artist of color, about his experience of being a featured act– often chosen because of the “exotic” cast of his skin, or the technique specific to his culture– and then being paid half the salary, while expected to do twice the physical show labor, for the very same reasons.

Sellam was taken on by his first acrobatic troupe when he was just twelve years old; at that point, he was already a professional. Moroccans are natural acrobats; traditionally, they train in the loose sand of the beaches, reaching impossible heights. They are special currency in the circus world– the unsung heroes of the human pyramid, which they are sometimes credited with inventing. Far from entertainment, the human pyramid was created as a war technique; a way to see far across the desert for signs of intruders.

That first troupe didn’t leave Morocco; it was a local act that traveled throughout Tangier, Casablanca and Rabat, popular during First and Second Eid celebrations, when the sheep are slaughtered. During the time of Eid, throughout Morocco, festivals fill the boulevards and marketplaces, people rejoice with music and set up tables along the narrow streets. They eat together, laugh together, and of course, there are acrobats.

These were the old festivals, Sellam explains, a time that now seems long ago, and forgotten. At the old festivals, there were fakirs, charming the snakes out of their baskets. There were storytellers, and breathers of fire. And the food! All around, the smell of fresh, hot kefta; triangles of sweet chicken basteeya; griwach and roasting nuts. The food was enough to drive him mad, his stomach churning with hunger. But watching the acrobats, it’s like a tiny bell began to sound in his mind. The sound of this bell was high and faint, the vibration permeated his body and his sense of gravity changed. Sellam explains, it was the feeling of mektub: The feeling of his destiny. The best acrobats of the city performed for these festivals, tumbling on the stone streets, forming towering human pyramids, and working the crowds for money. Sellam watched as the smaller boys climbed onto the bigger boys’ shoulders. Those boys bent at the waist and reached down, hoisting even smaller boys up, until they were three- and four-men-high. It was always the smallest, most fearless boy who climbed to the top. As he watched, Sellam knew that he could be that boy.

Sellam began to sculpt his acrobatic style on the local beaches of Tangier, tumbling with the gangs of boys after school, and in the mornings, he practiced by himself when the others attended classes. They called him “Sellam Tanjawi”– Sellam the Tangier Boy– out of respect. There were no circus schools then; circus was something you were born into. If you were a boy like Sellam, your chance of being selected for a troupe, and from there, making it out of Morocco to a proper tented show, was nothing short of a miracle. In Sellam’s mind, it was the only choice, a decision he made for himself that would take him away from his family, first to Spain, and then to Europe.

***

We arrive just before the show begins, and already, a nervous student has flagged him down for an emergency lesson, backstage. Sellam is laughing and smacking the student’s legs; she is struggling to find the right position upside down. They are several handstands in, and he won’t let her go, even as the ringmaster has begun to greet the audience, beyond the curtain.

“Squeeze! Tight your stomach!” Sellam commands, and the student is giggling, now, too.

“Stop that,” warns Sellam, his voice stern but his eyes sparkling with mischief. “Focus.” And the student bites her lip, stifling a round guffaw deep in her chest.

“Hands too far apart,” Sellam says. He holds her ankles and uses his shin to nudge her elbows toward her ears. The girl adjusts the width of her hands, brings them directly under her shoulders, palms flat, fingers reaching, and a transformation takes place: She is suddenly a straight line, an arrow of human, her ribs and buttocks tucked neatly inward, toes pointed and reaching for the ceiling, she is breathing easy.

“That’s the one,” Sellam growls, satisfied. “That is called ‘the stack’.”

I am watching and remembering that feeling of finding alignment, that incredible sense of place when your body settles into an acrobatic position, and you realize you are designed for so much more than sitting and standing. The first time I felt it, as a novice young gymnast, my entire world changed. I gained control over my body, and by extension, my life. A feeling like that can reveal your path, your destiny. One small triumph, one discovery of your own ability, changes everything. You realize: If we can stand comfortably on our hands, then we can surely defy gravity in other ways.

***

When he was seven years old, Sellam tells me, his mother had led him to the neighborhood school. They were met at the door by the headmistress, who pulled the heavy gate shut in front of them.

“He is too old,” the headmistress pronounced. Sellam stood behind his mother and watched the woman’s face, the poison in her hard eyes, the way the vines of black metal in the gate blended with her shadowed complexion. To my husband, whose eyes were now blurring with anger, the metal work looked like thin black snakes, rising upward to disappear into the nest of hair obscured by her silk scarf.

As he tells me the story, I can see his young face, a face that seems blank and impenetrable, until you find his eyes. Now, without school, Sellam drifts through the streets, invisible. He slips out at dawn, to gather the water for his mother. The neighborhood well is a half-mile trek uphill, and he carries four buckets at a time. Two 10-gallon buckets in each hand, running, plastic shoes flapping where they are split at the toe. Once the blue plastic barrel in Mama Fatima’s kitchen is full, he is free. He navigates the alleys of the Casbah, down the hillside to the beach, to join the gangs of older men who are practicing their side somersaults, their pyramids. He is careful to avoid the freshly washed and combed friends his own age, as they march to their classes with books under their arms. As they pass by, he squints, unseen, at their book covers. On the beach, exhausted from practice, he finds a stone and scrapes the shape of the book titles he has seen them carrying, into the granite of the breakwater. Writing back then, he tells me, was the practice of remembering shapes. He held the shape in his mind, carved it into rock, watching for someone to happen upon his work and pronounce the word, so he could know what he had written. He would never ask.

While he was performing in a festival at Second Eid, Sellam was seen by the leader of an international troupe. That man came to his family home on Rue Bougasse and asked for permission to take him away. He wanted that little boy: The one he had seen at the top of every pyramid; the one who was already leaving the ground before the last man had settled into place. I imagine what Sellam’s mother must have felt, answering the knock on the door. Fatima has her son’s red-brown eyes; her son’s strong and dimpled chin. She doesn’t open the door wide; only just enough to see this man, who is respectful and has his hands clasped in front of his waist, his eyes cast downward. When he reveals his purpose, she invites him in for a traditional mint tea. Ahmed and Absellam, my husband’s older brothers, appear in order to talk business alongside their mother. I imagine little Sellam in another room, listening. Perhaps he is outside, clinging to the deep window sill on the side of their three-room, cement house. Perhaps he is by the sea, on the sand, practicing, just feeling the conversation, seeing it in his mind.

When asked, Sellam tells me that he mostly felt shame about his dream of circus– something he wanted so badly, that he would leave Tangier, live as a child among strangers in foreign countries, fighting his way into the ring. Who would fetch the water for his mother, when he was gone, he wondered? The sharp point of guilt pricked him behind the ears. The guilt of getting what he wanted, the answer to his prayers. Please, God. Take me away from here; give me a different life.

The man tells Fatima that Sellam is special, that his talent will take him far. For starters, he tells the brothers, it will take him to Spain, where the troupe has signed a contract with Circo Russo. Fatima is looking into the man’s eyes in that way only she can; her eyes are divining tools. The man can feel them cutting deftly through his story, her gaze is steadfast, diamond hard. He has seen that look in the young face of my husband. It’s the look that convinces him to take Sellam into the troupe, the look that knows and accepts pain, cuts through to the next order of business: How to become stronger; how to fix a mistake in the air. She does not say yes right away. But they all know it is the only choice. The schools have refused Sellam.

Now the leader of the troupe rises, smiling, and shakes the brothers’ hands, giving blessings. The deal is settled. He raises his right hand to his mouth, kisses is it, then presses the hand to his heart, nodding at Fatima. Sellam’s mother remains seated, she blesses the man, raising her own hand and kissing her own knuckles, and then the brothers leave, and she is alone, silent. Her heart is already shaping itself around the empty space that her son will leave behind. In the morning, the man will come to collect Sellam, who will clutch two shirts and two trousers in a plastic bag.

Fatima will press a sack of raif into her son’s hand as he leaves– a layered, chewy crepe that will last for a few breakfasts, at least. They will not look at each other as he passes through the door, squeezing past her solid body. It will be the beginning of 30 years away from home, the beginning of a life belonging to no country.

***

What we can’t speak, or solve for ourselves, we write across the hearts of those we love.

“But where did you sleep, when you were so little?” I ask him.

“Wherever I could. Sometimes, I slept in the zoo,” he chuckles. “They gived me a trash bag to pull over my body and keep away the water, and I use the hay for my pillow, my blanket.”

“The zoo?” I ask, not quite comprehending.

“The animals. There was a big tent where they sleep at night. Sometimes I slept near the lions, and the tigers, and the bear cages. Sometimes I slept with the horses and the elephants. Other times, I go under the bleachers, or the semi trucks. I slept on the ground, and cover myself with hay.”

“Alone?” I ask him, blinking.

“Yes– alone,” he says, and when my eyes widen with shock, he chuckles, and recants.

“Well,” he says. “Not really alone. Especially when I was with them– the animals. It’s like, they were looking out for me. And they were frightened too. We begin to understand each other.”

***

In my husband’s world, there is no writing, only story upon story, each folded on top of the other, compressed into a hard knot in his abdomen. So often, one breaks free, fluttering like insect wings behind his eyes, as he tries to sleep, as he smokes and walks with me in the evenings for coffee, the stories pour forth, and I try desperately to catch each one, to order and file them mentally for later recollection. I scramble for a pen, a tape recorder, I tell him to slow down. I have begun to understand that as unusual a man as he is, his experience is not. There are many stories like his... and none seem to be written down.

“We are writing this for your son,” I tell him. “We are writing this for your family. So they can understand where you went. So they can travel with you. So they can remember you.”

“I want to write this for the one that punished me, too,” he smiles mischievously, his eyes hardening. “I want to say the truth, what really happens.”

***

In my life, the written word has always been my solace. Sometimes it feels like my salvation, the only way I can make sense of my path. I fumble through my waking life, befuddled and distracted; when I sit down to write, I gather the fragments and create a whole. I exist. Writing is the cathedral I enter for meaning. In my husband’s life, there are no records, by his own hand, or anyone else... his story is buried deep inside his own chest, and the story of others like him are also unmarked, unknown. Despite centuries of circus tradition in Morocco, indigenous circus companies are rare. Spanish and French companies cross the borders and set up shows and training facilities; they hire Moroccan troupes and apply for grants from the government. They receive attention from local television and radio stations. Neighborhood boys like Sellam train in jeans and tee-shirts and bare feet, on the beach, on the stone pavement, and dream of leaving Morocco so that they can earn a real living; so that they can see the world, and be seen by the world. I wonder, how does it feel to live without a written history? Without a trace.

***

Sellam takes another drag, blows out smoke in a thin stream, it spreads and fills the car.

“There are times,” he concedes. “I wish I could write my story. It bother me very much. It bother me so deep, when I can’t spell a word, when I can’t find the meaning, when I can’t say what I am carrying.” He tells me that when he sees others writing and reading, it is like they are sitting in a room he can’t enter.

That night, I lie awake, listening to him sleep. I am still hearing his voice, remembering the smoke swirling near the crown of his head. His voice entered my life ten years ago, now. I was running the kitchen of a small traveling circus. We worked two- and three-day stands, it was a rough, sweet company– you could call it a mud show. There were two windows in the pie car; those were the windows that I passed food through, to the children and adults that performed the show. Deeper in, where the exhaust fan roared, eight propane burners and the sun beating down on the roof heated the kitchen to 120 degrees. I cooked in tank tops and relieved my assistants constantly to wander outside and cool off. Passing cups of hot coffee to my husband, who was not yet my husband but still a strange, small jewel of a man who told stories in a clipped and honeyed accent– British expressions pronounced with rolling R’s and other hints of multiple origin– was the highlight of my day. I leaned forward, bent at the hip, my elbows balanced on the counter, and listened to his observations of these strange Americans, and I pieced together his story of circus, the story he seemed both reluctant and eager to tell, his fascination fighting with some aspect of his modesty. At night, I closed the door to my tiny bunk, by coincidence next to his, and I tried to sleep, but I could only hear his voice. The image of his hands floated above me: Those hands clasping each other, water flowing over them as they washed for prayer, the thick rough fingers folding around each other. His hands seemed to carry an extra length and joint, at the thumb. I knew without asking that his hands had stretched to handle enormous weight, relentless work. When one of those hands flattened out and clasped my shoulder, the strength was almost frightening. I could feel the way he must temper his touch, restrain the full might in those hands. Later, I would watch him heft the ends of tent poles and swing sledgehammers as if they were toys. He used every inch of his body, all the parts seemed to connect into one muscle, a single force of execution. How many things I never had to ask him... how obvious that his enormous strength and will alone had taken him around the world. My husband would tell me later, it was God; everything I have, from God and I would nod silently, but I couldn’t help the nagging feeling that his strength had grown to fill the spaces where God was absent.

***

Over the years, the sound of Sellam’s voice has somehow become my own voice talking, in my head. I tell stories to myself, in his voice. I write his travels against my own eyelids. I dream his memories, I talk to the people in his past. In those dreams, I travel backward through time as a dragon, a wolf wife, and I defend his life against those who have injured him.

I have the luxury of knowing a voice can enter me, and travel out again, onto a page. I can put things right on paper. But I still worry: I wonder, will he be remembered. If I don’t write his story, who will. What if I don’t tell his story the way he wants me to tell it. What if my voice cancels out his voice. What if my words are not strong enough to portray him. What if I am too weak. What if I fail. When we met, he was a man who didn’t sleep much, he walked a living road of dust and memory. I must remember him properly. Isn’t that our duty, our promise to those that we love? And to that which we hold sacred?

Amity Stoddard & Sellam Ouahabi

Biddeford, Maine, 2021
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Philip Astley: silhouette from the frontispiece of his book The System of Equestrian Education 1802.
(Reproduced with permission of the National Fairground and Circus Archive).


INTRODUCTION


By the time that Queen Victoria came to the throne in 1837, the ‘modern’ circus was almost seventy years old. Founded in 1768 by a retired cavalry officer, Philip Astley, it became a highly popular form of entertainment for the masses. If we examine how this popularity arose we can see that the social conditions within Britain during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries facilitated the growth of a nationalistic pride. This was reflected and reinforced by how and what the circus, in its early stages, presented. Its popular appeal would serve to influence how the British came to see their place in an expanding world.

Largely equestrian in nature at the beginning, skills were forged on the battlefields of Europe and then translated into displays of horsemanship for a new paying audience. During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, Britain had been embroiled in military conflicts around the world, particularly in Europe. The war horse was the exemplification of a mythical heroic quality and epitomised military might. From the beginning, Astley’s demonstrations of military riding and his interpretation of how the 15th Dragoons charged the French fed the public patriotic zeal. Astley was a hero, the embodiment of the loyal patriotic soldier prepared to lay down his life for his country. His swashbuckling performances portrayed an heroic indestructibility. Lavish hippodramas (plays specifically written for the inclusion of horses, blending horsemanship and popular melodrama), spectacular pageantry, and reconstructions of famous battles, all involving many men and horses, pandered to public nostalgia and enthusiastic nationalism. So the circus was to reinforce Britain’s view of itself in the world and its attitude towards foreigners and a perceived ‘evil’.

The addition of other physical skills, such as rope-dancing, acrobatics, feats of strength, and clowning created the embryonic form of circus that we might recognise today. It was truly a popular form of entertainment that embraced all social classes. By the mid nineteenth century it was well established and many towns and cities around the United Kingdom had permanent circus amphitheatres, and many more had semi-permanent structures erected as and when needed. Some of these amphitheatres could seat several thousands of people.

[image: Image No. 2]
The interior of Astley’s c. 1810. One of a number of colour plates reproduced by the Dutch Dairy Bureau in the 1950s for the album The Colourful World of the Circus. (Author’s collection).

During a period of rapid industrial expansion and with the rise of Capitalism, underpinned by the philosophy of Utilitarianism, the working classes found themselves in a new state of oppression. ‘To work’ became the social mantra; it was a commodity driven society in which the role of the individual became diminished. Painful poverty prevented its victims from enjoying all but the cheapest entertainments. ‘Penny gaffs’, street entertainers, peep shows, and cock fights were amongst the popular common entertainments. There was little time for play but the circus provided one escape from the drudgery of everyday life. As Mr Sleary, the circus owner, says in Hard Times (Dickens, 1854);

People must be amused… they can’t be always a working… they aren’t made for it… You must have us.

The circus provided a contrast between the harsh reality of life and the world of the imagination. But this imaginary and illusory world of the circus seemed to exist beyond the bounds of social laws; it was a self-contained world in which the individual was prized. It had an ‘otherness’ about it that both attracted and repulsed people at the same time. It was a world of the exotic, disorder, inversion, and anomaly (Stoddard, 2000:89-90). The circus consciously perpetuated this ‘otherness’ throughout the Victorian period. Examine circus advertising of the time and you will often find adjectives such as exotic, beautiful, unrivalled, novel, antipodean, dangerous etc. This all added to the idea of the Otherness of the circus and as escapism from the ordinariness of everyday life for the audience.

Part of the Exotic Otherness of the circus lay in its inclusivity and diversity. The circus empowered women, it allowed opportunities for those in society who we might now label ‘disabled’, and it provided a platform for ethnic minority performers.

[image: Image No. 3]

However, open any book on the history of the circus and you will be informed that Pablo Fanque was the first black circus owner in the UK (Davies, 2017), or that Miss La La was a female performer of colour (Toulmin, 2018), and perhaps you may find a mention of Martini Maccomo the black lion tamer (Frost, 1874:360). But Fanque was not the only black circus proprietor; Miss La La was not the only female performer of colour; and Maccomo was certainly not the only black lion tamer during the Victorian period. In fact there were many artistes from a range of ethnic minority backgrounds performing in the circus, and other places such as Music Halls and other performance venues, both before and during Victoria’s reign, and I have taken the liberty to embrace those parameters within the context of this work. Yet somehow their stories seem to have been glossed over, almost expunged from the history. Why is this? As we shall see, the ‘modern’ circus was a very British institution. From a tiny green space in London the circus rapidly spread its tentacles throughout the world. I believe that because the early circus had its roots in displays of military equestrianism, as presented by the patriotic military heroic figure of its founder, Philip Astley, it became a political vehicle for jingoistic equestrian performances that promulgated the idea of a British national supremacy, to the detriment of anything ‘foreign’. To a certain extent this was true, and many circus programmes contained re-enactments of victorious British battles, where Britain was at first triumphant over its neighbouring European enemies. Later, depictions of conquests over other ethnic ‘enemies’ such as in India, China, or Africa appeared. All depicted ‘white man good– black man bad’, where the word black was a term used at the time to cover any skin tone that was not Anglo-Saxon white. It has to be remembered that at this time British society was also framing its own Colonial narrative that would create an ethnic hierarchy, with Anglo-Saxon at the top and sub-Saharan African at the bottom. Newspaper articles, such as the one that follows, only fuelled this ideology.

The negro of Africa is among the inferior races of men, without by any means being the lowest, for he is superior to the Australian and several other races… the negro… is still at best a barbarian, sometimes a cannibal, and often indulging in human sacrifices… The African negro submits to enslavement with a patience unknown to any other race of men (The Daily Post 15 October 1866)

Fundamental Christian views and Darwinism were to play an important factor in this, and xenophobia turned into something more sinister based on ignorance and racial stereotyping. An additional fact is that information on these performers is often difficult to unearth, especially at a time when an ‘exotic’ sounding nom de plume did not always indicate a true identity. Occasionally some of these individuals are quite well documented but others may have only a brief mention in a newspaper. By researching old cuttings, posters, photographs, and other accounts it is possible to piece together the wealth of ethnic performers at this time.

In dealing with historical records and materials they are very often written in the language of the time. Today we may find some of it offensive. However, when directly quoting material, I have not redacted this language in order to maintain the integrity of the sources. It is not my intention to cause offense or harm.

I hope that this book goes some way to redressing the balance of circus history by acknowledging the many performers from ethnic minority backgrounds. It is intended to be a celebration of those artistes, not just a catalogue, because they are an important part in the history of the circus. I hope that it will be entertaining as well as informative. For all the research that I have undertaken, I know that there is a lot more to discover. It is a work that will never be finished.


Timeline: 1803– 1891
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Slave auction 1856 (Library of Congress)


CHAPTER 1


THE VICTORIANS AND RACE

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness (Dickens, 1859)

Although Dickens’ novel A Tale of Two Cities is set in London and Paris before and during the French Revolution of the late eighteenth century, the opening lines above could equally well have been written about the Victorian period. This was a period of great social and industrial advancements but it also had a much darker side that is often glossed over. It was a time in which many of our great national institutions were founded by wealthy patrons, but it was a wealth obtained through the trafficking of human beings– the ‘F’. Mercantile families and land owners, such as the Gladstones of Liverpool and the Lascelles family of Yorkshire accrued vast sums of money through the forcible shipment of African people to the British sugar plantations of the Caribbean. Between 1700 and 1808, it is estimated that around 3 million men, women, and children were removed from their homes in Africa and transported to the Caribbean islands by British and American ships (Rediker, 2007). Other European countries such as France, Spain, Portugal, and Denmark were also involved in this inhuman trade, and shipped enslaved people to their own dependencies in the Caribbean, the Azores, and Brazil. The British ports of Bristol and Liverpool became immensely rich as ‘slave ships’ returned from the Caribbean laden with sugar. This trade was to provide the financial platform upon which all the great Victorian institutions were to be built.

Early activists against the trade in enslaved people formally came together in May 1787 to create the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade. At the first committee meeting it was resolved that ‘the said Trade was both impolitick [sic] and unjust’1. Religious groups, notably the Quakers, parliamentarians, and freed slaves, were all active and vociferous in their condemnation of trade in enslaved people and sought to engage public opinion towards abolition. Women were also very active, and the Leeds Anti-slavery Association was very progressive in that it was the first association to allow women to become members, in fact most members were female. Ironically, by the turn of the century Britain had become the largest proponent for the abolition of slavery having previously been the largest ‘slave trading’ nation. After years of campaigning, and often in the face of stiff opposition from those with vested interest in the trade, the Abolition of the Slave Trade Act was passed by the British parliament in March 1807. The Act made it illegal to trade in enslaved people throughout the British colonies but did not ban enslavery per se. A clandestine trade in enslaved people still continued after this date until an 1811 Act made it a felony to deal in such within British colonies. Britain lagged behind
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