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About the Book





‘We know through painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed’ Martin Luther King

In an era where the liberties we often take for granted are under threat, Letters To Change the World is a collection of inspiring letters offering reminders from history that standing up for and voicing our personal and political beliefs is not merely a crucial right but a duty if we want to change the world.

Edited by Travis Elborough, the collection includes George Orwell’s warning on totalitarianism, Martin Luther King’s ‘Letter from a Birmingham Jail’, Albert Camus on the reasons to fight a war, Bertrand Russell on peace, Emmeline Pankhurst rallying her suffragettes, Nelson Mandela’s letter to his children from prison and Time’s Up on the abuse of power.


About the Author





Described as ‘one of Britain’s finest pop culture historians’ by The Guardian, Travis Elborough has been a freelance writer, author, broadcaster and cultural commentator for nearly two decades, and frequently appears on BBC Radio 4 and Five Live. His books include a history of London’s iconic Routemaster bus, The Bus We Loved (2005) and London Bridge in America: The Tall Story of a Transatlantic Crossing (2013). A Walk in the Park: The Life and Times of a People’s Institution was published to great acclaim in 2016, with William Boyd declaring it ‘a fascinating, informative, revelatory book’. Our History of the 20th Century: As Told in Diaries, Journals and Letters (2017) was hailedby David Kynaston as ‘a wonderfully curated collection of intimate diary voices: rich in their variousness, compelling in their impact, and cumulatively giving us a fresh and thought-provoking version of twentieth-century Britain’.
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Editor’s Note





Letters have been edited in places for length, clarity and sense but where possible the authors’ spellings and grammar have been retained to remain as true as possible to the original correspondence.


Introduction





At a time when the liberties we often take for granted seem to be under threat, Letters to Change the World is intended to offer reminders from history that, if we want to change the world, standing up for and voicing our personal and political beliefs is both a right and a duty.

From William Wilberforce and Emmeline Pankhurst through to Nelson Mandela and Ziauddin Yousafzai, father of Malala, many of the letters collected here are penned by major figures from the world stage. Poets, writers and thinkers such as Leo Tolstoy, Bertrand Russell, Wilfred Owen, Doris Lessing and Alice Walker have also been included, while other letters are written by ordinary citizens caught up in history by their pursuit of what is right. The little-known and downright obscure also take their place here among the great and the good – the former have often achieved great things by the simple act of putting pen to paper. The fight for the right to work and to be respected whatever your gender, sexuality or skin colour has long been a battle of words. That the personal is political is hopefully writ large across these pages. Printed discourse is good for democracy; we need to talk openly and honestly to each other to avoid totalitarianism in all its stripes, and to speak truth to power when we see it being abused.

Our collection begins in the eighteenth century, the era of the Enlightenment but also of ‘Rotten Boroughs’, transatlantic slavery and punitive penal codes, when the majority of the world’s population remained disenfranchised. And the book’s finale finds us in the contemporary age of digital ‘clicktivism’ and online petitions where, perhaps against all expectations, the open letter, a form so beloved of the coffee-house radicals and bar-room revolutionaries of yesteryear, has been reborn. History, it would appear, genuinely favours the epistolary. Ink and paper might be absent from many modern-day calls for action, but their sentiments are surely no less worthy or necessary. The ‘gig’ economy and the insecure nature of work for the ‘precariat’, and present-day, even ‘everyday’ sexism, homophobia and racial prejudice are sadly not without their precedents, as the odd example here shows, though others provide more reassuring evidence of the valiant gains made in the intervening decades and centuries. But over a century since the suffragettes, #MeToo and Time’s Up tell us there is far more work yet to do.

Inevitably there are absences and omissions. Still, we believe there is enough ammunition in this anthology to encourage those who dream of improving the world to wield their pens (or keyboards, phones and iPads) ever mightier than swords, and change the world for the better.


1

William Wilberforce’s Letter to Thomas Jefferson on Slavery, 1808





Incomprehensible as it might seem to us now, at the time of William Wilberforce’s birth in 1759, slavery and the trafficking of human beings, mostly from Africa to the Americas and the Caribbean, was largely considered an unremarkable fact of life. History was on its side: slavery had been practised by the earliest human civilisations, including such pioneers of democratic government as the Ancient Greeks. Even more horrifyingly, it remains with us today. But in Britain in the latter half of the eighteenth century, abolitionists such as Thomas Clarkson, Granville Sharp, the former enslaved African Olaudah Equiano and William Allen, a Quaker who foreswore sugar (one the chief products of slave labour) for over forty years, began to campaign against slavery on moral and religious grounds.

Wilberforce was the son of a wealthy merchant and the MP for his home town of Hull. Before finding God in 1784, he’d led a fairly dissolute life. Following his conversion to evangelical Christianity though he renounced his former vices and became a leading advocate of social reform. Convinced by his faith that slavery was a sin for which Britain had to repent or be damned, Wilberforce devoted the next twenty years lobbying the government to abolish the trade and emancipate the Africans sold as chattel. After many failed attempts to get legislation through parliament, in 1807 he finally succeeded in carrying a motion ending the trade in Britain. Nevertheless it would take a further twenty-six years before slavery itself was finally made illegal.

During this period, Wilberforce and his fellow abolitionists continued to press for the emancipation of all slaves. Wilberforce was a founding member of the African Institution, an organisation headed by the Duke of Gloucester that, in the words of one historian, ‘carried the national anti-slavery torch throughout the next decade’. Among their chief concerns was ensuring that the law, as it stood, was upheld.

Though the trade had been abolished, the punishment for breaking the law was initially limited and the ability of the British to enforce it weak. The Navy could not board suspected British slave ships sailing under foreign colours. America was a particular problem: although the United States Congress had outlawed the African slave trade in 1808, not long after Britain, domestic trade there continued unabated. The demand for labour, particularly in the south, led to a blind eye often being turned on illegally sourced slaves. In December 1810, President Madison confessed to Congress that American citizens were still ‘instrumental in carrying on a traffic in enslaved Africans, equally in violation of the laws of humanity and those of their own country’.

It was for this reason that, just a few years earlier, Wilberforce had written personally to the then American President Thomas Jefferson in the hope of establishing an Anglo-American agreement on the rights of mutual intervention, ‘allowing each country to take the other’s slave ships’ and clamping down on the trade. Sadly such an agreement was never reached.

Back in Britain, the Slavery Abolition Act, which abolished slavery across the British colonies and freed more than 800,000 enslaved people in the Caribbean, South Africa and Canada, finally received its royal assent on 28 August 1833 – almost a month to the day after Wilberforce’s death, though he had at least lived long enough to see the bill pass through its third reading in parliament.

By 1860, the slave population in the United States had reached nearly four million, with the majority living in the southern states. Full emancipation for them would not come until five years later, in the aftermath of the bloody American Civil War.






East Bourn, Sussex, 5 Sept 1808

Sir

A Chairman of the General Committee of the African Institution, and by order of that body I have the honour to address you on a Subject highly important to the great objects of its Establishment; Objects interesting to the humane and good of every Country, and such as the conduct of the American Government and people leads the Institution to hope will obtain in the United States an Approbation at least as general as they have received in Great Britain. The African Institution has also particular reason to believe that in you, Sir, the efforts of a Society formed for promoting Civilization and happiness in Africa, will meet with all that Encouragement and Support, which your high Station enables you, with propriety, to give to them.

As the foundation of all the Hopes with which our Association was formed, and by which it is animated, is the Cessation of the Slave Trade, that grand obstacle which formerly opposed every effort to improve the State of Society in Africa, it naturally became one of our leading objects to secure this happy foundation by watching over the execution of the laws by which that odious traffic had been abolished but which unfeeling avarice might be expected, if possible, to elude. Some steps have accordingly been taken for that purpose, and as the British Government has realized the hopes of the Institution by establishing a Court of Vice Admiralty with Jurisdiction to enforce the Abolition Act at Sierra Leone in Africa, and by other preparatory measures, we pretty confidently trust that contraband Trade will not be found to defeat in any great degree the Intention of our Legislature, so far at least as respects the conduct of British Subjects openly acting as such, under the Colours of this Country.

But we lament to hear that on the Windward Coast of Africa, a contraband Slave Trade has already been commenced, by Men who call themselves Americans, and navigate under the Flag and pass of the United States. In the month of March last two Vessels so navigated were captured on that Coast by Capt. Parker of the British Sloop of War […] went under suspicion, as is presumed that they were British Smugglers who had assumed the American flag to cover their illegal proceedings. The names of the Vessels, and even the State to which they profess to belong are as yet unknown but both of them were alleged to belong to the United States, and both were laden with Africans carried as Slaves, and meant to be carried into Slavery in the West Indies, contrary to the American law. They were detained and brought to Sierra Leone; but the Commission constituting a Court of Vice Admiralty in that Colony not having then arrived no proceedings could be had against them. Meantime it was necessary to land the Captive Africans about 165 in number in Sierra Leone; and as no Slavery is permitted in this Colony, it is not to be supposed that the Governor would either order them to be kept in confinement till the event of a Suit in England could be known there, or allow them to be transported thence as Slaves, especially as he must have been aware that they were entitled by the Law both of America and England to their freedom. Under these circumstances the Governor thought proper to allow them to be disposed of in the way appointed by our Abolition Act in cases of the condemnation of such property either as Prize of War or forfeited for illicit Trade. They were bound Apprentices as free Negroes to proper persons in the Colony under whom they might learn to work for their own livelihood, at the Expiration of these several terms. As to the Vessels it was necessary to sell them at Sierra Leone and the proceeds of the Sales will no doubt be remitted to abide the event of a Suit in the Admiralty here; for it is probable that a Suit will be commenced in our Court of Admiralty so soon as the papers arrive in England. Neither Captain Parker nor the papers connected with the transaction being yet come home, though both are on their way, we should have waited till their return, but we thought it best not to delay this communication partly from considering that it is not so much with a view to the Interests of Captain Parker that I have now the Honour of addressing you as to those of the wretched Victims whom he has rescued, and those Still more of the unknown Multitudes whose fate is involved in the decision you may form on this particular case. But still […] I am urged to admit of no delay by the Reflection that though we might pause, the Slave Trade would continue its destructive Ravages without controul or intermission, only will increase the […] probability that they would not be long suffered to be practised with Impunity.

We trouble you with the particulars of these cases, because they are unfortunately not likely to be the only Instances of such abuses on the Coast of Africa, but rather examples of an extensive practice fatal to the rising hopes of that Country unless it can be effectually suppressed.

The practice is the more to be lamented, because it presents at the present conjuncture, when the Slave Trade of other Countries is suppressed by the effects of the War, that Sudden and almost total Stop of the demand for Slaves which might make a happy revulsion in the habit and opinions of the unfortunate Africans. On the windward Coast especially towards which the efforts of the Institution are chiefly directed, and when Sierra Leone already holds out safety and Encouragement to innocent Commerce and Industry, the existence of this contraband Slave Trade is particularly to be lamented; because there the Portuguese the only people who have not from choice or necessity discontinued the Traffic on the Coast of Africa in general, have only a Single Settlement; and they are willing, as it is supposed, to abstain from their Trade in Slaves on the whole of that great portion of the African Continent. But the Evils, however great, to be brought on Africa, by the Americans being suffered in fact, although forbidden by Law, to carry on the Slave Trade, will not be merely commensurate with the Trade in slaves really carried on by American Subjects and with American Capital. It is obvious that the danger of a great contraband Slave Trade carried on by British Subjects and British Capital will be materially encreased if they can safely use the American flag, because from the Identity of Language and Appearance, from similarity in the structure of their Vessels and other causes, that disguise can be most easily worn by them. At the same time these very circumstances make the prosecution of the Commerce by Americans peculiarly adverse to those Impressions which it is desirable to raise in the minds of the ignorant Natives. They will mistake the people of the two Countries for each other, and will scarcely believe that Englishmen have in earnest abandoned the Trade while they see America engaged in it.

But it is needless to multiply Arguments in order to shew that the suppression of these shameful abuses of the American Flag is not only desirable but indispensably necessary to the just and beneficent principles which have dictated the Laws for abolishing the Slave Trade. The only question with you, we are confident, will be how can it be effectually suppressed? It cannot be expected perhaps that America should maintain Ships of War on the Coast of Africa for this purpose, or send Cruizers to the West Indies to intercept these Smugglers on their approach to the foreign Market. But if these contraband Traders should be perfectly exempt from the risk of Capture is there not reason to fear that this trade, which now in addition to all its other evils involves the moral guilt of piracy, may continue to be carried on to a very great and encreasing Extent; and that the persons engaged in it may laugh at the prohibitory Laws of their Country? May I be allowed therefore to submit to your consideration the propriety of some measure to be taken in the United States for the effectual Suppression of the American part of this contraband Commerce and to suggest in this view the adoption of some arrangement by which British Ships of War may be made in some respects instrumental in forwarding the objects of the American Legislature, American Ships of War being understood to have a similar Authority, in the case of British Offenders.

As the Law now stands, it is to be feared that Officers making captures of this kind, though they cannot treat the Africa Captives as property, may be made liable to answer for them as such; for it seems that the British Tribunals of Prize have restored Cargoes of Slaves claimed by Americans though carried contrary to the Law of their own Country which prohibited the foreign Slave Trade, and though the case is now somewhat different, when the Laws of both Countries have prohibited the carrying Slaves from Africa at any direction, and declared them in cases of contraband carriage entitled to their freedom; yet there is reason to apprehend that the same Tribunals would still restore them to an American Claimant on proof of his Property therein, on the principle that a Court of Prize cannot enforce, or directly act upon, the municipal law of a foreign Country.

The Committee of the African Institution, on receiving Information of the cases that have been mentioned, being anxious to save 165 Men, Women and Children from being restored to an illegal Captivity, and carried from Sierra Leone as Slaves; and being also desirous of ascertaining how far Africans in general; when the Subjects of an unlawful Trade, are entitled by the Law of Nations to protection submitted a case to the Kings Advocate; Doctors Arnold and Lawrence, and Mr. Stephen, on behalf as well of the Africans Seized in those American Vessels, as of the Captor, and their opinion thereon is enclosed.

You will see that in the event of a proceeding by the American Owners to compel an adjudication of the Vessels and Cargoes, those Gentlemen recommend a Claim of freedom for the Captives as an Experiment fit in this new case to be tried; but I am Sorry to add that in the consultation, though there was some difference of opinion on the subject, the preponderating judgment pretty strongly was that the Claim would not be successful; because the Africans being found in the possession of the American Claimants ought to be restored to them without reference to the question of Property arising on a Law of their own Country, which a Court of Prize has no Jurisdiction to try.

It was further thought that in case of a Sentence of Restitution, the Court of Admiralty must by its process compel the return of the Africans into Captivity, and their transportation from Sierra Leone in the custody of the Claimants or their Agents.

That you may have before you all the legal considerations that bear on this new and most interesting question, I enclose a Copy of observations submitted to the Counsel.

With such prospects in the particular cases which have arisen and in the apprehension that any bad consequences the Captor must experience would give future impunity to all Slave Traders who may assume the American Character, the Committee of the African Institution has thought it a duty immediately to make that appeal to the Government of America which the Counsel have recommended, and which the Committee feels to be the most proper resort.

May I not indulge the grateful hope that the day is not far distant when your Government, and our own, in prosecution of the wise and generous view opined in the late unratified Treaty, will proceed to settle some mutual concert for giving effect to their Laws for the Abolition of the Slave trade. On such an object I am confident there had not been, nor ever will be any difference of opinion, and I observe with pleasur in the Papers lately made public that the Article alluded to is not one to which any objections were made.

But surely the Settlement of a point so interesting to Humanity, ought not to await the slow and perhaps difficult adjustment of all the various Interests which must be attended to in forming a Commercial Treaty between the two Nations; and since unhappily at the present moment differences exist which have prevented the conclusion of a Treaty, it is hoped that in favour of the unhappy Africans whose fate is suspended on the event of the cases here mentioned, but far more for the sake of the unknown captive thousands who may be taken in the same unlawful Trade, before a Treaty can be perfected, above all from the consideration of the irreparable detriment to which the great cause of Civilization in Africa will be exposed, if such abuses are not immediately checked, the American Government will benignantly interpose between the African Captives and any Citizens of the United States, or persons assuming that Character who may claim them as Slaves. But may we not also indulge the hope that a Compact formed between our two Countries for the benevolent purpose of stopping the Ravages of perhaps the most destructive Scourge that ever afflicted the human Race, may not only tend to dispose other States to agree to its suppression, but may lead to the Establishment of similar Agreements with other Countries, until at length all the civilized Nations of the Earth shall have come into this concert of Benevolence.

We are assured by a great modern Historian (Dr. Robertson) that it was by a Compact of a similar Nature, established between a number of different Independent States, that in the Darkness and Anarchy of the middle ages, the Ravages of private War were arrested and in a great part of Europe, for near three Centuries, during which period, political order, Respect for the Laws, together with the equal administration of Justice made considerable progress. Surely a better precedent cannot be followed! Surely there never can exist an occasion more proper for resorting to such a measure and may we not hope, that the adoption of it would now be followed in Africa by the same happy consequences which it formerly produced in Europe.

It is not however Sir for me to presume to point out what may best become the dignity and liberality of the American Government in respect of the Vessels. But we trust that of a Captor under a mistake as to the Law or the fact has unwarrantably Seized them it will not be forgotten that by the same Act he delivered 165 human Beings whom the American Government may feel itself bound to protect, from perpetual exile and Bondage and that on this account there will be no wish to subject him to any penal consequences.

Recommending these cases and the subject at large to the humane and liberal consideration of your Government.

I have the honour to be Sir with great respect Your most obedient and most humble Servant.

W Wilberforce
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Elizabeth Fry’s Memorandum  on Prisons, 1817





A figurehead of philanthropic endeavour to the late Victorians and posthumously recognised for her benevolent piety, Elizabeth Fry perhaps never forgot that one of her Quaker ancestors had been imprisoned for his religious beliefs in 1682 – the cause which her passionate crusade succeeded in bringing to the world’s consciousness was the pitiable state of prisons, and in particular the appalling treatment of women within them. As her biographer June Rose put it, reminding us of her subject’s extraordinary radicalism, Fry ‘gatecrashed into public life, into an exclusively male preserve, when the idea was unthinkable’.

Her cause was far from fashionable in an age when a girl of nine could be – and in one recorded instance was – sentenced to death for stealing two pennyworths of paints. Court records of the time show that another young woman with a baby just a few weeks old was hanged for stealing a piece of cloth worth a mere five shillings.

Born in Norwich in 1780 to an affluent Quaker banking family, Fry had undertaken various charitable endeavours before she was encouraged by Stephen Grellet, a French-American Quaker, to pay a visit to the women in Newgate Prison in 1814 – he had been appalled by the scenes of degradation he’d witnessed in this most notorious of London’s many jails. Fry, having gathered a selection of garments for the women prisoners and their offspring, with some difficulty convinced the governor to allow her and Anna Buxton, a Quaker relative, to enter the women’s quarters – as a concession to his fears for their safety, Fry was persuaded to leave her watch behind.

What they found was something akin to Bedlam, with nearly 300 women stuffed into two rooms. They were of all ages, from young girls to frail older women, and dressed in rags – some had been sentenced to death, while others were yet untried. They sat bickering and cursing, those with any money having evidently availed themselves of the prison’s liquor tap. The sight that most moved Fry was of two prisoners stripping clothes from a dead baby to clothe a live one.

The death of her own daughter aged only five, among other domestic issues, would mean nearly three years elapsing between Fry’s first visits to Newgate and her establishment in April 1817 of a society entitled the Association for the Improvement of the Female Prisoners in Newgate. Less than a year after she began her campaign, a committee of the House of Commons was appointed to examine the conditions of Britain’s jails, with Fry called upon to give evidence to it and offer insights into the problem. As a result, improvements were made to the physical conditions. The letter below dates from the run-up to that period, when Fry was in the process of establishing a school for the women in the prison.






Elizabeth Fry Memorandum

4 March 1817

I have just returned from a most melancholy visit to Newgate, where I have been at the request of Elizabeth Fricker [condemned for robbery], previous to her execution to-morrow morning, at eight o’clock. I found her much hurried, distressed, and tormented in mind. Her hands cold, and covered with something like the perspiration preceding death, and in a universal tremor. The women with her, said she had been so outrageous before our going, that they thought a man must be sent for to manage her. However, after a serious time with her, her troubled soul became calmed […]

Besides this poor woman, there are also six men to be hanged, one of whom has a wife near her confinement, also condemned, and six young children. Since the awful report came down, he has become quite mad, from horror of mind. A strait waistcoat could not keep him within bounds: he had just bitten the turnkey; I saw the man come out with his hand bleeding, as I passed the cell. I hear that another, who had been tolerably educated and brought up, was doing all he could to harden himself, through unbelief, trying to convince himself that religious truths were idle tales. In this endeavour he appeared to have been too successful with several of his fellow-sufferers. He sent to beg for a bottle of wine, no doubt in the hope of drowning his misery, and the fears that would arise, by a degree of intoxication. I inquired no further, I had seen and heard enough.
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Richard Oastler’s Letter to the Leeds Mercury on Child Labour, 1830





Richard Oastler became steward of the Fixby estate near Huddersfield belonging to Thomas Thornhill, following his father’s death in 1820. He was conservative by nature; he saw ‘The Altar, The Throne and The Cottage’ as the three pillars of British society, and was perturbed by the changes wrought by the Industrial Revolution that had forced labourers off the land into factories and led to traditional crafts being superseded by mechanised mass-production. The pace of the transformation of Britain from a predominantly rural and agrarian country into an urban and industrial one was extraordinarily rapid and entirely unregulated. There were no planning or employment laws. Health and safety regulations were non-existent, and the conditions in the mills and factories that proliferated on once-green fields were often appalling and frequently deadly. There was no limit to the number of hours people could work or to the age of the employees. Accordingly, boys and girls as young as five years of age might toil for up to sixteen hours a day, and were often treated brutally by their overseers. Gruesome and fatal accidents were daily occurrences, with extreme fatigue often the root cause.

This was the issue that Oastler sought to draw attention to when he sent his letter to the editors of the Leeds Mercury in 1830. His damning indictment of the factory system, followed by a series of public demonstrations across Yorkshire at which he addressed vast crowds of people, compelled the government to convene a commission to investigate working conditions. As a direct result of his campaign, the first Factory Act was passed in 1833. This new law restricted the length of the working day to eight hours for children under thirteen and to twelve hours for those aged fourteen to eighteen. But Oastler continued to agitate for further improvements to the law and backed a call from mill workers for a ten-hour day for adolescent employees. After many setbacks, including Oastler’s three-year imprisonment for debt, the Ten Hours Act was finally passed in 1847.

At a meeting in Bradford, following the Act’s official adoption by local employers, an assembly of mill workers placed on record ‘their heartfelt gratitude to that noble of nature Richard Oastler, Esq., the originator of, and persevering advocate of the greatest boon to the factory working population in the country’.






SLAVERY IN YORKSHIRE

TO THE EDITORS OF THE LEEDS MERCURY

“It is the pride of Britain that a slave cannot exist on her soil; and if I read the genius of her constitution aright, I find that Slavery is most abhorrent to it – that the air which Britons breath is free – the ground on which they tread is sacred to liberty.”

Rev. R.W. HAMILTON’s Speech at the Meeting  
held in the Cloth-hall Yard, Sept. 22d, 1830

GENTLEMEN, – No heart responded with truer accents to the sounds of liberty which were heard in the Leeds Cloth-hall yard, on the 22d inst. than did mine, and from none could more sincere and earnest prayers arise to the throne of Heaven, that hereafter Slavery might only be known to Britain in the pages of her history. One shade alone obscured my pleasure, arising not from any difference in principle, but from the want of application of the general principle to the whole Empire. The pious and able champions of Negro liberty and Colonial rights should, if I mistake not, have gone farther than they did; or perhaps, to speak more correctly, before they had travelled so far as the West Indies, should, at least for a few moments, have sojourned in our own immediate neighbourhood, and have directed the attention of the meeting to scenes of misery, acts of oppression and victims of slavery, even on the threshold of our homes!

Let truth speak out, appalling as the statements may appear. The fact is true. Thousands of our fellow-creatures and fellow-subjects, both male and female, the miserable inhabitants of a Yorkshire town; (Yorkshire now represented in Parliament by the giant of anti-slavery principles,) are this very moment existing in a state of Slavery more horrid than are victims of that hellish system – “Colonial Slavery.” These innocent creatures drawl out unpitied their short but miserable existence, in a place famed for its profession of religious zeal, whose inhabitants are ever foremost in professing “Temperance” and “Reformation,” and are striving to outrun their neighbours in Missionary exertions, and would fain send the Bible to the farthest corner of the globe – aye in the very place where the anti-slavery fever rages most furiously, her apparent charity, is not more admired on earth, than her real cruelty is abhorred in heaven. The very streets which receive the droppings of an “Anti-Slavery Society” are every morning wet by the tears of innocent victims at the accursed shrine of avarice, who are compelled (not by the cart-whip of the negro slave-driver) but by the dread of the equally appalling thong or strap of the overlooker, to hasten, half-dressed, but not half-fed, to those magazines of British Infantile Slavery – the Worsted Mills in the town and neighbourhood of Bradford!!!

Would that I had Brougham’s eloquence, that I might rouse the hearts of the nation, and make every Briton swear “These innocents shall be free!”

Thousands of little children, both male and female, but principally female, from SEVEN to fourteen years of age, are daily compelled to labour from six o’clock in the morning to seven in the evening, with only – Britons, blush while you read it! – with only thirty minutes allowed for eating and recreation! – Poor infants! ye are indeed sacrificed at the shrine of avarice, without even the solace of the negro slave: – ye are no more than he is, free agents – ye are compelled to work as long as the necessity of your needy parents may require, or the cold-blooded avarice of your worse than barbarian masters may demand! Ye live in the boasted land of freedom, and feel and mourn that ye are Slaves, and slaves without the only comfort which the Negro has. He knows it is his sordid mercenary master’s INTEREST that he should live, be strong and healthy. Not so with you. Ye are doomed to labour from morn till night for one who cares not how soon your weak and tender frames are stretched to breaking! You are not mercifully valued at so much per head; this would assure you at least (even with the worst and most cruel masters), of the mercy shown to their own labouring beasts. No, no! your soft and delicate limbs are tired, and fagged, and jaded at only so much per week; and when your joints can act no longer, your emaciated frames are cast aside, the boards on which you lately toiled and wasted life away, are instantly supplied with other victims, who in this boasted land of liberty are HIRED – not sold – as Slaves, and daily forced to hear that they are free. Oh! Duncombe! Thou hatest Slavery – I know thou dost resolve that “Yorkshire children shall no more be slaves.” And Morpeth! Who justly gloriest in Christian faith – Oh Morpeth listen to the cries and count the tears of these poor babes and let St. Stephen’s hear thee swear – “they shall no longer groan in Slavery!” And Bethell, too! who swears eternal hatred to the name of Slave, whene’er thy manly voice is heard in Britain’s senate, assert the rights and liberty of Yorkshire Youths. And Brougham! Thou who art the chosen champion of liberty in every clime! Oh bend thy giant’s mind, and listen to the sorrowing accents of these poor Yorkshire little ones, and note their tears; then let thy voice rehearse their woes, and touch the chord thou only holdest – the chord that sounds above the silvery notes in praise of heavenly liberty, and down descending at thy will, groans in the horrid caverns of the deep in muttering sounds of misery accursed to hellish bondage; and as thou soundst these notes, let Yorkshire hear thee swear “Her children shall be free!” Yes, all ye four protectors of our rights, chosen by freemen to destroy oppression’s rod,


“Vow one by one, vow altogether, vow

“With heart and voice, eternal enmity

“Against oppression by your brethren’s hands;

“Till man nor woman under Britain’s laws,

“Nor son nor daughter born within her empire,

“Shall buy or sell, or HIRE, or BE A SLAVE!”



The nation is now most resolutely determined that Negroes shall be free. Let them, however, not forget that Britons have common rights with Afric’s sons.

The blacks may be fairly compared to beasts of burden, kept for their master’s use. The whites to those which others keep and let for hire! If I have succeeded in calling the attention of your readers to the horrid and abominable system on which the worsted mills in and near Bradford are conducted, I have done some good. Why should not children working in them be protected by legislative enactments, as well as those who work in cotton mills? Christians should feel and act for those whom Christ so eminently loved, and declared that “of such is the kingdom of heaven.”

Your insertion of the above in the Leeds Mercury, at your earliest convenience, will oblige, Gentlemen,

Your most obedient servant,

RICHARD OASTLER

Fixby-Hall, near Huddersfield, Sept. 29th 1830
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Karl Marx et al.’s Letter to Abraham Lincoln on his Re-election, 1865





Expelled from his German homeland shortly after the publication of his Communist Manifesto, Karl Marx and his family settled permanently in London in 1849. Subsisting on a meagre income from journalism, including a stint as the European correspondent for the New York Daily Tribune, Marx frequently wrote in the British Museum’s Reading Room and socialised, schemed and generally politicked with fellow émigré radicals in the capital. On 28 September 1864, British, French and German trade union activists gathered at St Martin’s Hall near Covent Garden to discuss ways in which greater support might be offered to beleaguered Polish and Italian workers and forge closer co-operation between working people internationally. A new organisation was formed: the International Working Men’s Association (IWMA), or the First International. Marx was seemingly only invited at the last minute and, as he later recalled in a letter to his friend Friedrich Engels, merely sat ‘in a non-speaking capacity on the platform’, but he was not to remain on the sidelines for long. He immediately assumed a central role at IWMA and drafted its opening manifesto, with its battle cry of ‘Proletarians of all countries, unite!’, and all its subsequent main resolutions.

Marx had been extremely heartened by the fight against slavery in the United States and the part Lancashire mill workers had played in it, by refusing to touch raw cotton picked by slaves, and in preventing Britain from aiding the Confederacy in the American Civil War. Abraham Lincoln himself wrote a letter of thanks in 1863, praising the ‘working men of Manchester’ for their selfless act of ‘sublime Christian heroism’. That same year, Lincoln had issued his Emancipation Proclamation, pronouncing freedom for all slaves in the Confederacy, though slavery would not be officially abolished in America until the passing of the Thirteenth Amendment, after the Civil War’s end in 1865.

Minutes from a meeting of the Central (General) Council of the IWMA on 29 November 1864 show that it was Marx who suggested sending a message to the American people ‘congratulating them on their having re-elected Abraham Lincoln as President’ and subsequently wrote the letter addressed to Lincoln below.






Written by Marx 22–29 November 1864, and first published in the Bee-Hive Newspaper, No. 169, 7 January 1865

Sir, –

We congratulate the American people upon your re-election by a large majority. If resistance to the Slave Power was the reserved watchword of your first election, the triumphant war cry of your re-election is Death to Slavery.

From the commencement of the Titanic-American strife the workingmen of Europe felt instinctively that the star-spangled banner carried the destiny of their class. The contest for the territories which opened the dire epopee, was it not to decide whether the virgin soil of immense tracts should be wedded to the labour of the emigrant or prostituted by the tramp of the slavedriver?

When an oligarchy of 300,000 slaveholders dared to inscribe for the first time in the annals of the world “slavery” on the banner of Armed Revolt when on the very spots where hardly a century ago the idea of one great Democratic Republic had first sprung up, whence the first Declaration of the Rights of Man was issued, and the first impulse given to the European revolution of the eighteenth century; when on those very spots counter-revolution, with systematic thoroughness, gloried in rescinding “the ideas entertained at the time of the formation of the old constitution”, and maintained slavery to be “a beneficent institution”, indeed, the old solution of the great problem of “the relation of capital to labour”, and cynically proclaimed property in man “the corner-stone of the new edifice”, then the working classes of Europe understood at once, even before the fanatic partisanship of the upper classes for the Confederate gentry had given its dismal warning, that the slaveholders’ rebellion was to sound the tocsin for a general holy crusade of property against labour, and that for the men of labour, with their hopes for the future, even their past conquests were at stake in that tremendous conflict on the other side of the Atlantic. Everywhere they bore therefore patiently the hardships imposed upon them by the cotton crisis, opposed enthusiastically the pro-slavery intervention – importunities of their betters – and, from most parts of Europe, contributed their quota of blood to the good cause.

While the working men, the true political powers of the North, allowed slavery to defile their own republic, while before the Negro, mastered and sold without his concurrence, they boasted it the highest prerogative of the white-skinned laborer to sell himself and choose his own master, they were unable to attain the true freedom of labour, or to support their European brethren in their struggle for emancipation; but this barrier to progress has been swept off by the red sea of civil war.

The working men of Europe feel sure that, as the American War of Independence initiated a new era of ascendancy for the middle class, so the American Anti-Slavery War will do for the working classes. They consider it an earnest of the epoch to come that it fell to the lot of Abraham Lincoln, the single-minded son of the working class, to lead his country through the matchless struggle for the rescue of an enchained race and the reconstruction of a social world.

Signed on behalf of the International Working Men’s Association, the Central Council:

Longmaid, Worley, Whitlock, Fox, Blackmore, Hartwell, Pidgeon, Lucraft, Weston, Dell, Nieass, Shaw, Lake, Buckley, Osborne, Howell, Carter, Wheeler, Stainsby, Morgan, Grossmith, Dick, Denoual, Jourdain, Morrissot, Leroux, Bordage, Bocquet, Talandier, Dupont, L. Wolff, Aldovrandi, Lama, Solustri, Nusperli, Eccarius, Wolff, Lessner, Pfander, Lochner, Kaub, Bolleter, Rybczinski, Hansen, Schantzenbach, Smales, Cornelius, Petersen, Otto, Bagnagatti, Setacci; George Odger, President of Council; P.V. Lubez, Corresponding Secretary for France; Karl Marx, Corresponding Secretary for Germany; G.P. Fontana, Corresponding Secretary for Italy; J.E. Holtorp, Corresponding Secretary for Poland; H.F. Jung, Corresponding Secretary for Switzerland; William R. Cremer, Honorary General Secretary. 18, Greek Street, Soho.
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Barbara Bodichon’s Correspondence with Helen Taylor on Women’s Suffrage, 1866





The success of the long and arduous campaign for women’s suffrage, the basic right to vote on an equal footing with men, rested on the actions of many brave women, a great deal of whose names are well-known and whose heroism is justly celebrated today. Arguably the most prominent remain the remarkable Pankhursts, Emmeline and her daughters Christabel and Sylvia and the indomitable Millicent Fawcett. But while a statue of Fawcett now stands in Parliament Square, few would even recognise the name of the woman who orchestrated the very first petition presented to parliament calling for women’s suffrage: Barbara Bodichon.

From a radical Unitarian family and distantly related to Florence Nightingale, Bodichon was a pioneering proto-feminist journalist and co-founder of the Englishwoman’s Review. Her 1857 pamphlet, Women and Work, denounced the legal dependency of wives on their husbands, and throughout her life she continued to campaign for the extension of opportunities for women to study and gain meaningful employment. With the poet and philanthropist Adelaide Anne Procter and the writer Jessie Boucherett, she established the Society for Promoting the Employment of Women in 1859. However, it was their right to vote, or the lack of it, that caused her to put pen to paper. On 9 May 1866, she wrote to Helen Taylor, stepdaughter and secretary to the politician and philosopher John Stuart Mill, mooting the possibility of organising a petition demanding suffrage  for women. Taylor gave her backing to the idea, and the petition bearing the signature of 1,499 women was presented by Mill to  parliament on their behalf on 7 June 1866. Though unsuccessful, the Fawcett Society is not alone in counting this moment as the start of the organised campaign for votes for women.






9 May 1866

My dear Madam,

I am very anxious to have some conversation with you about the possibility of doing something immediately towards getting women votes. I should not like to start a petition or make any movement without knowing what you and Mr J.S. Mill thought expedient at this time. I have only just arrived in London from Algiers but I have already seen many ladies who are willing to take some steps for this cause. Miss BOUCHERETT who is here puts down £25 at once for expenses. I shall be every day this week at this office at 3 here. Could you write a petition – which you could bring with you? I myself should propose to try simply for what we were most likely to get.

yours

Barbara Bodichon

9 May 1866

I think that while a Reform bill is under discussion and petitions are being presented to parliament from various causes – asking for representation or protesting against disfranchisement, it is very desirable that women who wish for political enfranchisement should say and that women [some words scored out – intended to mean ‘not’] saying so now will be used against them in the future and delay the time of their enfranchisement … this is no reason why women should not ask for what they will never obtain till they have
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To be militant in some
way or other Is,
however, a moral
obligation. It Is a duty
which every woman
will owe to her own
conscience and self-
respect, to other
women who are less
fortunate than herself,
and to all those who
are to come after her.

Emmeline Pankhurst
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